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Chapter One 


“And when | hold you | know it’s right, girl. 
You're my forever girl and when | look at you | 
see a future so strong. This 

me is ours. 

Forever.” Smiling, Dusty Walker grinned as he 
finished the chorus and while he strummed the 
last few chords he tapped his foot on stage. The 
lights were slowly lowered into a so blue hue 
enveloping the stage and leaving a haunted 
feeling, which was perfect to highlight his 
number one seller. The moment the song 
ended the audience clapped and whistled their 
appreciation, but instead of feeling happy he 
groaned. The crowds weren’t coming out in 
droves any longer. Why would they? 

“So glad to see all of ya'll out here with us 
tonight. Members of The Rush thank you and 


we'll be here tomorrow night, so don’t forget to 


tell your friends and family we’re here.” The 
words had become his standard line and 
unfortunately he didn’t think there was any 
more than the few hundred people crowded 
into the country joint. And this was one of the 
larger establishments in town. 

“Good set, man,” the dark voice boomed 

from behind him. 

Nodding, he turned to glance at his drummer 
and exhaled slowly. “Yeah. Thanks, Bronco.” As 
he placed his beloved guitar on the stand he 
shook his head. The rumor mill had him washed 
up and a er nights like this he had a feeling the 
critics were right. He needed some new material 
and he wasn’t just experiencing writers block. 
Hell, no. The Grammy award winning sensa on 
of three years ago was completely paralyzed 
with regard to his wri ng. He hadn’t penned 
anything in over a year plus. 


“Hey, Dusty. You want to grab a beer with 


the guys?” 

Eyeing his bass guitarist he nodded. “Be right 
there, Bart.” A cold beer or five would go down 
easily right about now. Scanning the bar 
patrons he realized he’d been riding a high 
from his past for far too long. At this rate no 
one was going to hire him by the end of the 
year, let alone the fact he was racing through 
what was left of his savings. 

“I'll order a round,” Bart said as he pa ed 
Dusty on the back. 

Dusty sucked in his breath and brushed his 
hand through his hair. Something had to give 
but he just didn’t have the verve like he used 
to. The band had been with him through the 
lean years, playing on the road in seedy country 
joints and the moment they garnered a record 
deal they really thought they hit the big me. 
Five long years later and they certainly had 


their share of solid gold records and fabulous 


awards, but the music business was like every 
other entertainment arena, hard as shit to stay 
on top. As he turned and gazed at the dimly lit 
stage his pulse raced. There was no way he 
could lose all of this. His five minutes of fame 
were waning rapidly. 

“So you going to sulk on your own or can | 

join in the pity party?” 

Shaking his head Dusky had to laugh. Tim 

was not only one of the best keyboard players 
in the business but his fiddle playing also 
rivaled any of the big boys. He was also Dusty’s 
best friend and knew the majority of his darker 
secrets. They’d been friends since high school 
and now twenty plus years later they were s Il 
tight. “Where’d you get the idea I’m sulking?” 
“From the sour puss look on your face and 

the fact you ignored the copious flir ng by 
some pretty foxy ladies in the audience.” 


“Yeah well maybe they’re not my type.” 


Stepping off the stage, he gave Tim the finger in 
the darkness before breaking into a grin. “And 
you know my type.” 

“Yeah, but those sexy ladies who claim to 

have all your CD’s don’t know that and since 
when do you ignore your groupies anyway?” 
Leaning against the back wall Tim gave Dusty a 
look as he folded his arms. 

“I don’t know. Just not feeling it tonight.” 
“Tonight? You haven't been feeling it in 

months. What the hell is going on with you?” 
Dusty shrugged as he glanced around the 
perimeter of the room. In days gone by he’d be 
swarmed with girls wan ng more than just his 
autograph. Now he was nothing more than a 
two-bit guitar player and mediocre singer. “l 
just don’t have any inspiration.” 

Leaning over Tim lowered his voice. “We've 

all had difficult break-ups. You need to get over 


the asshole.” 


“Yeah | know it but | thought Drake was the 
one.” 

“He was a two ming pig who just wanted to 
fuck a star,” Tim growled. 

“Why don’t you Say it a li le bit louder so 

the entire crowd knows I’m a loser?” 

Tim hissed as he rubbed Dusty’s back. “Let’s 
get that drink. Something has to spark you 
again. I’ve never seen you like this. Hell, even 
when your parents died you used the horrible 
moment of your life and created some of the 
best fucking work you’ve ever done.” 

“You called it my dark and moody period,” 
Dusty said as they headed for a table in the 
back of the oversized bar. While Raleigh North 
Carolina certainly had its share of country bars 
it wasn’t the most happening mecca of 
entertainment. He’d considered moving to 
Nashville, but his band members all had family 


here and the small winery his parents willed to 


him was something special. Unfortunately even 
their band manager had grown disillusioned of 
their less than stellar draws lately. In truth, the 
band was on the verge of losing their recording 
contract. 

“Well hell, boy. Dark and moody sell like a 

son of a bitch!” Tim chortled as he adjusted his 
cowboy hat. 

Dusty laughed as they headed for the group 

of guys who were already downing beer and 
tequila chasers. 

“Took the liberty of ordering you a tall 

bourbon. Neat of course,” Bronco huffed as he 
pushed the glass in Dusty’s direction. 

“What? Do | look like | really need a drink 
tonight?” Dusty asked as he gazed at the group 
of men surrounding the table. They all knew 
the answer. His band members were simply 
trying to get him to become remotely crea ve. 


| n actuality they needed to kick him in the ass 


more than once. 

“Boys - does this man need a drink?” Bronco 
called into the crowd. 

“Hell yeah!” 

“Fuckin’ ‘A’!” 

Hearing the shouts from the crowd Dusty 
shook his head and took a swig of beer. “Okay, 
SO you guys are right.” 

Tim leaned in and bumped elbows. “I have 

an idea for you.” 

“Am | going to like this?” 

Easing his back against the table Tim sniffed 
and gazed at the crowd as he sipped his beer. 
“You need a change of scenery.” 

“What’s that going to do?” Dusty asked but 
he’d been contempla ng the same thing for a 
while. 

“Might perk your sorry ass up and then again 
you never know, you might finally get laid. That 


would certainly help give you some lines in a 


song or two.” 

Spewing a mouthful of beer Dusty coughed. 
Wiping the froth with the back of his hand, he 
turned slowly to glare at his best friend. “Oh, 
that’ll help a lot.” 

“It just might and I’m being serious. You 
haven't allowed yourself to enjoy almost 
anything since the jerk le you. Why not take a 
couple weeks and go somewhere you’ve never 
gone before? It'll be just you and your guitar 
and maybe you can take in some of the 

beau ful country you always write about but 
have never seen.” 

“I’ve seen plenty.” 

Tim rolled his eyes.” Uh-huh. From a plane. | 
even have an idea for you. My cousin lives in 
Missoula, Montana. Been there a few mes. 

The whole area is gorgeous country with bright 
blue skies and snow-capped mountains this 


me of year. Imagine the crea ve juices that 


could flow. And maybe some other juices could 
too.” Grinning, he rimmed the shot of tequila 
with the p of his finger before li ing the glass 
in a salute and throwing back the en re 
amount. Se ng it down with a hard thud he 
locked eyes with Dusty. 

“Again, a li le louder so the en re bar can 

hear you,” Dusty said through clenched teeth 
but he had to admit the idea sounded 
promising. 

“Come on, man. Go for it. What could it 

hurt? We have the gig next Wednesday night 
and then nothing for four solid weeks. Use the 
me to recharge your ba eries. The worst that 
could happen is you take a vacation.” 
“Honestly? | don’t know if | can afford to go.” 
“Things that bad?” Tim asked as he shook his 
head. 

“They’re tight. | can’t lie to you.” Tight wasn’t 


the word for it. Dusty knew he’d have to find a 


day job soon just to pay the mortgage. He loved 
his house and it was one luxury he’d purchased 
when things were riding high. Well, that and his 
beloved Harley. The thought gave him a shiver. 
What if he lost everything he’d worked so hard 
for? 

“Hey. My cousin has a couple of cabins in the 
Edgewater area. One of them is on a li le lake 
where they go trout fishing and nestled right at 
the base of some pre y awesome mountains. 
It’s nothing fancy but he might allow a good 
buddy of mine to use it, especially if you use 
your handyman skills to maybe do a li le TLC 
around the joint. You game?” 

Shrugging, Dusty had to admit the idea was 
damn good. He was a pre y good carpenter 
and could certainly hone his skills in case he 
had to get a job. “Not a bad idea.” 

“Then it’s a done deal. l'Il call Jake 


tomorrow. Let’s toast to ge ng your head out 


of your ass.” 

Dusty inhaled deeply as he took a swallow of 
the Budweiser. He’d always wanted to go to 
God’s country. “Let’s get things packed up. I’m 
beat.” 

“You go. We can take it from here.” 

“You sure?” 

Tim pa ed him on the back. “It was a good 
night. Just take it for what it was worth and I'll 
give you a Call tomorrow. Deal?” 

“You're a great friend.” Grabbing his guitar 

he headed out the door, breathing in the night 
air. Goddamn he was lonely. 

Dusty didn’t even remember the ride home, 
his mind was so clouded with thoughts and 
dream. When he got into the house, he stood 
silently in his kitchen for several minutes 
thinking about the trip. The idea was be er 
than good. Could he actually relearn to love his 


cra again? Gazing at the clock Dusty shook his 


head. It was after three in the morning. 

As he placed his guitar on the kitchen table 

he contemplated having another drink and 
then realized he was indeed bone red. Maybe 

a soak in the hot tub would do him some good. 
Sauntering into the bedroom he dragged off 
his coat and pitched it onto the end of the bed 
before heading into the bathroom to pitch his 
clothes into the hamper. Sighing, he grabbed 
the so terry robe off the back of the bathroom 
door and caught a glimpse of his reflec on. 
Grinning like the good old boy that 
encapsulated his complete persona, he wagged 
his finger back and forth emula ng the look the 
crowd seemed to love. He s Il had a twinkle in 
his eye. Could he really get back the verve he’d 
lost when Drake walked out the door? 

Well, that wasn’t exactly the truth and the 
reality was the crux of his problem. Shaking his 


head, Dusty threw on the robe over his naked 


body and headed out to his back deck. As he 
li ed the lid and pushed the heavy covering 
back into place, the rising steam gave hima 
smile. He flicked a switch for the lights and as 
the cascading colors shimmered across the 
rippling water he inhaled the night air. It was 
going to be another cold night in early March. 
Tossing his robe on the chair Dusty climbed 

in and pushed the bu ons for the jets. The 
moment he se led into the deepest recess he 
smiled and licked his lips as the ju ng pulses 
instantly soothed his aching muscles. Closing 
his eyes he went into a dream state as he 
thought about the trip. Montana, huh? From 
what he’d seen of pictures the place was 
peaceful as well as beautiful. 

He glanced into the star filled night as he 
brushed his wet hand through his hair. How 
many nights had he and Drake spent enjoying 


the outdoors? They’d always been naked and 


while his closest neighbor wasn’t in truth very 
close, the aspect of being caught by a complete 
stranger remained a powerful aphrodisiac. 
Chuckling, he thought about how o en Drake 
liked to drag Dusty’s body out of the hot tub 
and force him to lean over the side while Drake 
kicked out Dusty’s legs and toyed with his cock 
from behind. 

The thought gave him a series of shivers 
Skating down his back. Dusty pursed his lips and 
could almost feel the way Drake’s hands 
caressed the small of his back before li ing 
Dusty’s hips and slipping the p of his finger up 
and down the length of his crack. Swallowing 
hard he eased his hand into the water and 
brushed the 

ps of his fingers down his 

throbbing sha . “Drake. God...why?” His heart 
racing he could envision every aspect of Drake’s 


carved face from his aristocra c nose to his 


golden blond hair and sultry ice blue eyes. Even 
the single ta oo in the small of his back was 
Sexy. 

As he wrapped one hand the base of his 

dick, slowly stroking up and down, he slid his 
other hand into the water and between his 

legs, cupping and fondling his swollen balls. 
Sucking in his breath, he couldn’t remember the 
last me he’d even masturbated. In need and 

on fire he roughly pulled his hand all the way 
up the length of his sha un | he was able to 

flick his finger back and forth across his 

sensi ve slit. Gulping, he envisioned the way 
Drake gripped his hipbones and teased him 
with the p of his cockhead before slipping the 
tip just inside Dusty’s dark hole. 
“Fuck...oh...yeah...” Up and down he stroked 
his cock as he spread his legs apart and 
kneaded his tender balls, rolling the sac 


between his fingers. Every pass becoming more 


aggressive, he concentrated on the memory of 
how Drake craved impaling Dusty’s ass in one 
long, hard stroke, driving his body hard against 
the slick le. Groaning, he ju ed his hips up 
mee ng each thrust as his breathing became 
ragged. 

The harder he stroked the more his heart 
ached and the memory of the passion they 
shared for years was derailing everything about 
his life and his art. “No!” As he tried to 
concentrate on the simple act of self- 
pleasuring, he almost halted his ac ons but 
refused to give in to the demons that had been 
dragging him into his private hell for so many 
months. Up and down he stroked as he 
squeezed his balls with enough pressure he 
emi ed a low, keening growl, relishing in the 
way the anguished sound floated into the night 
Sky. Tipping his head forward his legs began to 


Shake as his body continued to shake. 


Li ing his legs Dusty rested them on the two 
bench seats forcing his legs wide open. Pan ng, 
he shi ed forward and eased his hand from his 
aching balls down between his ass cheeks. 
“Oh...ohoh...yyyyeeessss.” As he maneuvered 
his hand between his cheeks, pressing the ps 

of two fingers to his asshole he shuddered and 
tossed his head from side to side. How many 
nights had he thought about their kinky acts 
together? 

“You're so damn 

ght. So hot,” Drake 

breathed as he nipped Dusty’s shoulder, drawing 
the tender flesh between his lips. 

Dusty dropped his head and hissed as a series 
of powerful sensa ons rushed through his body 
forcing his legs to tremble. He loved the power 
of Drake’s hard thrusts more than anything as his 
ass muscles ghtened around the ght invasion 


he clamped his eyes shut and allowed his lover 


to take full control. 

“Tell me, do you like me being in control of 

you, your body? Hmmm?” Drake’s dark voice 
skated across the heat of Dusty’s neck. 
“God...l...” Barely able to speak he widened 

his legs allowing his lover complete access, 
causing him to rise upon his toes an arch his 
back. 

Crack! Slap! 

As Drake gave Dusty’s ass several hard strikes 
he pped his head back and roared into the night 
Sky. “Tell me!” 

His tone commanding Dusty was lost in a sea 

of rapture and yet he still couldn’t speak. 

Pop! Whoosh! Crack! 

Every nerve ending alive from the electric 

jolts surging through his body, Dusty enjoyed the 
powerful burn of his ass and as the harsh strikes 
con nued he knew in his heart he craved more 


and more. 


“So bad but so very good. I love filling you and 
fucking you.” Drake’s savage words did nothing 
but fuel them both. 

Struggling, Dusty enjoyed toying with his lover 
knowing he was going nowhere and the second 
Drake wrapped both hands around Dusty’s waist 
and slammed his cock deep into his dark cavern 
his pulse sent a series of echoes into his ears. 
“Oooohhhhh!” 

“Yes! Now you know who’s in control.” 

Dusky was dragged out of his moment of 
remembrance as the climax rushed from his 
toes up his legs and filed his aching balls. 
Throwing his head back he roared into the 

night sky just as he erupted, hot cum spewing 
across his hand. “Ffffuuuuucccckkkk!” As he 
con nued stroking he emi ed a strangled sigh, 
wishing he could go back in time. 

Exhausted, he licked his dry lips and blinked 


furiously trying to regain focus. His heart 


thumped wildly in his chest and for a moment 
he could only hear the sound of his ragged 
pulse drumming into his ears. “Sweet...Lord...” 
When he removed his hand and li ed it into 

the warm glow of the streaming moonlight he 
grinned like a kid seconds before a single tear 
slid from the corner of his eye. He hadn’t cried 
since the day he’d discovered Drake’s 
indiscretions. Why now? Dear God it was me 
to move on. Li ing his head he remained 
unblinking as he studied the sky. Maybe. 

KKK 

“Stop. Don’t take the jump yet!” Damon 
screamed as he gazed into the sky through the 
open bay. 

“There’s no me to wait. Shit, man! Look at 

the fucking fire down there!” The man howled as 
he fastened his helmet. 

“Come on, Marty. Wait un I we get out of the 


line of fire,” Damon yelled over the din of the 


plane. Gulping he could tell the en re team was 
antsy. Shaking his head he wasn’t sure what to 
do. As Squadron leader he knew they had one 
pass le, maybe or the other men would be le 
in the trap. He glanced at Bart who was rocking 
back and forth. “Hold it together, Bart. We’re 
going to do this in five.” 

Bart snapped his head up. “I don’t know if | 
can. | just don’t know.” 

“You're going cause we got buddies down 
there!” Marty hissed. 

Damon moved closer to the young man and 
wrapped his hand around his arm. “You can do 
this. You’ve been trained your en re life for this. 
In reality you have to do this. Our men are going 
to die down there. You know that.” 

“I don’t know if I can. It’s too fuckin’ much.” 
Bart shook his head back and forth as he 
continued rocking. 


“Marty’s right in that your buddies are 


coun ng on you.” Damon could hear the engines 
slowing as the pilot came around. He eyed the 
sky and sighed, ha ng the jump into the dark but 
there was no other way. 

“Yeah. | know.” Bart stood slowly and grabbed 
his helmet. “I can do it. 1... can.” 

“There you go.” But somehow Damon knew 

the boy was in dire straits. As he gripped the 
sides of the bay doors he gazed down. Damn the 
fire was burning way too fucking hot. Sucking in 
his breath he eyed the men who waited for his 
command. This had to be done right or all their 
lives could be at risk. “All right men, get ready.” 
As they formed line wai ng for the jump 
command, each looked back and forth between 
each other. “Hey, it’ll be okay. We have the best 
damn smokejumper in the United States with us 
as our team leader. Nothing’s going to happen.” 
Marty pa ed Bart on the back and glanced at 


Damon. 


Suddenly Damon was shivering. He licked his 
dry lios as he eased on his helmet. His hands 
clammy he could tell his pulse was racing. This 
was no me to have a panic a ack. What in the 
hell was wrong with him lately? Closing his eyes 
he counted as he concentrated on the roar of the 
engines. He knew his planes inside and out and 
as the subtle slowing occurred he finally opened 
his eyes. “Okay. Ready?” 

“Ready!” The men yelled. 

Bart’s eye remained haunted. 

“You know the drill, boys!” Damon roared. 

Dear God this had to work. As he counted down 
he looked over the side. “Okay, let’s go!” He 
watched as one a er the other jumped from the 
plane and se led to take the last jump. As the 
last man cleared his line of sight he checked his 
equipment one last time and... 

“Fuck!” Snapping awake, Damon Shade 


sucked in his breath as a series of clammy 


shivers raced down the length of his body. He 
gasped for air and clawed whatever was 
keeping him down, trying hard to focus. As he 
willed his breathing to calm he glanced around 
him. He was in his bed in his room. “Fuck.” He 
was Okay. He was... Groaning, he slapped his 
hand down against the sheets. The nightmare 
was always the same and never ended. Damon 
wiped the sweat trickling down his forehead 
and sighed. This was ge ng out of hand. He lay 
quietly for several minutes and while he longed 
to block out the memories he couldn’t. The 
reality was much worse than the dream. 

“Stop it! Time to get the fuck out of bed.” 

But saying the words out loud didn’t make the 
situation any easier. Groaning, Damon threw 
back the covers and lay s Il for several minutes 
staring at the ceiling. How many mornings over 
the last month and a half had he done the 


same thing? He needed a reason to get out of 


bed and for him there was none. In the back of 
his mind he heard the voice of his team leader. 
What the hell is wrong with you? Sulking isn’t 
allowed on this team! 

Sulking? He wasn’t the kind of guy to sulk 
about anything but given his stroke of worse 
than bad luck lately he’d allowed himself to feel 
more than just a li le bit sorry for himself. He 
closed his eyes and se led into the so ness of 
his down pillow. What in the hell was he going 
to do? Hearing nothing but the subtle sounds 
of the heater turning on and off he finally had 
to do something. Damon sat up and gazed out 
the window. It was going to be another 
beautiful day. Too bad he didn’t give a shit. 
Hearing his phone chirping he sucked in his 
breath. Why the hell did he leave it all the way 
over on the dresser? He knew it had to be his 
sister. This was usually the me Melissa called, 


chas sing him for being — a five year old ina 


sandbox - as she liked to call his less than 
stellar behavior. The thought somehow 
motivating, he eased to the edge of the bed 
and as he stood up he momentarily forgot his 
predicament. Tumbling forward his en re body 
pitched to the ground wrenching his back. 
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 

As he swung his bad leg around Damon 
rubbed his hip and cringed. How many bruises 
had he already go en because of refusing to 
use his crutches? Sighing, he gripped onto the 
end of the bed and using the power of his 
upper body strength pulled his body up onto 
his good leg. Hopping forward he managed to 
Snag the phone on the fifth ring. “Hello!” 
“Well, you sound your usual pissed off self 
this morning. How is my darling brother?” 
“Fine!” Said a li le too gruffly he exhaled 
Slowly as he eyed his reflec on in the dresser 


mirror. Damn it he looked like shit. Sniffing, he 


rolled his head and gazed down the length of 
his chest and arms. He was s Il in excellent 
Shape from the hard work performed for the 
Guard. Damon leaned against the edge of the 
dresser and rubbed his hand down his six pack 
abs to his washboard stomach. How long could 
he manage to keep his solid physique given his 
current condi on? Current? Hell, he was never 
going to be the same. 

“With that kind of a tude | might make you 
walk to therapy today,” she snorted. 

“I’m sorry, Melissa. Rough night again.” 
“You've had one too many of those. You 

need your rest. Think | might talk to that doctor 
of yours to give you some sleeping pills.” 
Opening his eyes wide he snarled. “No pills. 
You know exactly how | feel about pills.” 

“Then you need to start figuring out how to 
get some sleep and the best way to start is by 


getting out of the house at least once a day.” 


“And leave my beautiful cabin?” A slice of his 
former self resurfacing, he chuckled darkly. 
When she didn’t say anything he glared at his 
angry reflec on. “Okay, fine. How about this? 
A er my appointment we go to lunch at the 
restaurant you've been trying to get me to go 
to.” 

“Deal! Oh and if you go back on your word 
you know there will be hell to pay,” Melissa 
stated before burs ng into a fit of giggles. “And 
| think | might be able to take you.” 

At this point anyone could. “I promise you | 
won't.” 

“Good. Pick you up in an hour.” 

As he ended the call Damon con nued to 

stare at the man he once was before stealing a 
glance down to his leg, or what was le of it. 
Rubbing his red eyes he wished he could go 
back to the day his en re world had been 


turned upside down but then again, he 


wouldn’t change a thing. A er all he’d saved 
the life of his buddy and several others guiding 
them to safety. Right? Fingering the Purple 
Heart nestled in the specially designed box, he 
swallowed hard. He was a hero a er all. 
Shivering, he licked his dry lips. Yeah, some 
damn hero he was complaining about the loss 
of part of his leg when so many lives were lost 
in Afghanistan. Sucking in his breath he threw 
back his shoulders and said the mantra to 
himself so many of the men and women he’d 
served with said - For God and country and 
knew it was time to kick himself in the ass. 

As the bi er memories of the night he’d 

made the final jump into the deathtrap filled 
the back of his mind Damon hissed and blinked 
furiously. He could almost hear the pops of 
gunfire echoing in the back of his mind and the 
call of his fallen comrade just second before the 


explosion. Gripping the edge of the dresser his 


entire body shook as he relived the few seconds 
and could almost feel the searing heat 
Surrounding his body, his face and the intense 
agony as the blast threw him a hundred feet 
hard into the bank of trees. And then the... 
“Damn it!” So much he couldn’t remember. 
Gasping, he willed the ugly memories to fade 
but they remained brightly infused in the 
frontal lobe of his brain wai ng un I the next 
haun ng moment. As he closed his eyes and 
allowed the vision to fade into blackness he 
wiped away a single tear and shook his head 
back and forth. He was not giving into his 
monster. He couldn’t! He... Pounding his hand 
on the dresser the sound of something crashing 
to the floor reminded him he was very much 
alive and home, away from the horrors of the 
field and the war. 

When he opened his eyes he stared 


unblinking at the man he thought he was and 


knew the night terrors would never leave him. 
Sniffing, Simon rubbed his eyes and emi ed a 
single cry. Get a move on, buddy. You have a 
new life now. They were the same words he’d 
spoken every day since he lost his leg. He only 
wished he could do just that. 
“Time for a shower, lo ser.” And then he’d 
figure out how to face the rest of the day. 

>K>K KK 
“Hmmm... Well, you look be er. That’s 
about all | can say.” 
Eyeing Melissa, Damon frowned. Even 
though she was his sister he had to say she was 
one of the most beau ful women with creamy 
mocha skin and the largest doe brown eyes 
he’d ever seen, but since he’d come home from 
the war she’d lost the sparkle in her 
personality. It wasn’t easy taking care of a 
brooding brother. “Long, hot shower did me 


some good.” Like hell it did, but he’d put ona 


new pair of khaki’s and a long sleeve polo given 
as a gi from an older woman Melissa worked 
for and frustrated over the odd combina on 
more than the fact the extra material dangled 
reminding him of his loss. 

“You look good in those clothes,” Melissa 
giggled and shook her head. “I’m sorry. Agnes 
cares about you desperately but she has 
terrible tastes.” 

Grinning, he nodded and couldn’t help but 
tussle her hair just like he did when they were 
kids. “Yes, she does.” 

“FIL bring some of your old clothes over. Are 
you certain you want to stay in this dra y old 
cabin?” She scanned the perimeter and 
frowned. 

“I like this dra y old cabin. Beside, Jake was 
kind enough to tell me | could rent it for a song 
un | | got on my feet. What’s not to love 


anyway? | have a fireplace and running water. 


What else does a growing boy need?” 
“Uh-huh.” Pinching his chin she leaned up on 
her toes and kissed his cheek. 

“Watch the lips ck.” Feigning anger, Damon 
jerked back from her. 

Melissa swa ed him chest before rubbing 

her fingers across his cheek. “That’s the brother 
| know and love, incorrigible. Come on. We’re 
going to be late. You have your crutches?” 
“Yeah.” Groaning, he slid them under his 
arm and proceeded out the door. “I hate this 
shit.” 

“I know you do but today should tell if 

you're ready to be fitted.” 

Gazing down at his stump he sniffed and 
resisted pitching the metal bars. They were 
nothing more than a prison for him. “Oh who 
cares?” 

“Damon Sully Shade, you bite your tongue. 


You're lucky you might be able to have a 


prosthe c leg in the first place and | won’t go 
there about being alive. Damn it!” She gave him 
the evil eye and took two long strides away 
from him. 

“What, no help?” 

“Hell no. Tired of wai ng on you hand and 

foot. If you want to do this alone then really do 
this alone. You can drive yourself you know. 
You have a big he-man gleaming truck wai ng 
for you.” 

“And here | thought you loved my company.” 
“And pigs do fly.” 

While Damon could see a glint of mischief in 
her eye, he knew she was right. “Fine.” Every 
step a struggle, he made it to her car without 
falling on the hard ground and yet had to wipe 
the sweat from his brow. 

“There. You really can do it.” 

Giving Melissa the finger he watched as Jake 


drove up. “We have company.” 


“No tacos and margaritas. We have an 
appointment to get to.” 

As Jake climbed out of his truck he nodded 

to both before issuing a huge grin. “You got him 
out of the house finally. Bought damn time.” 
“Not you too,” Damon hissed but held out 

his hand. They’d been buddies since childhood 
and Damon was glad to see his old friend. He’d 
been avoiding everyone since his return. 

“Hey. You know me.” Shaking Damon’s hand 

he stole a glance down at Damon’s leg. “Sorry 
man.” 

“Shit happens. What are ya doing up here?” 
“Opening up another cabin,” Jake said as he 
nodded toward the road. 

“You mean the dumping ground?” Damon 
couldn’t help but tease. 

Jake thumped the top of Melissa’s car. “Very 
funny. So it needs a li le work. | just haven’t 


had the heart to do anything.” 


“A little?” Melissa chortled. 

“Okay a lot. God, a tough crowd today. What 

| hear | have me a carpenter who’s going to 
help me fix it up.” 

Damon sighed and gazed back toward the 
road. That was something he’d always wanted 
to do in the future after his illustrious career as 
a smokejumper ended. A shiver raced down his 
spine as he suddenly realized his days as a 
jumper had ended. “Well, good for you. The 
place is really beautiful.” 

“Not a er what the last tenants did to it. | 

was a moron but hey, mes are tough on 
everybody. Good to see you out, guy. | have a 
thought. How about going to Rascal’s Sunday 
night? They have a cool open mike night and 
you know how you used to like to dance and...” 
His eyes opening wide Jake sucked in his breath. 
“That was shitty of me.” 


Swallowing hard Damon longed to race away 


from the moment but instead he shook his 
head and smiled. “It’s been awhile since | hada 
good bo le of tequila. If you’re drivin’ I’m 
comin’.” 

His smile growing wide, Jake pa ed Damon’s 
Shoulder. “It’s a date. Er...it’s a night hangin’ 
with the boys.” 

“Come on, brother of mine. You can be one 

of the rowdy boys on your own me,” Melissa 
chastised. 

“We'll talk tomorrow about the me. See ya, 
princess.” Grinning, Jake lumbered toward his 
truck. 

Melissa waited un | Jake drove away. “He is 

so damn sexy.” 

“And | never understood why you didn’t do 

him either. | Know you’ve had a crush on him all 
these years.” The thought giving him a chuckle 
he stole one last look at toward the cabin and 


sighed before lumbering into the car. 


Giving him a sideways glance she blushed. 
“And who says | haven’t?” 
Caught off guard Damon burst into laughter. 


It was damn good to be home. 


Chapter Two 


Dusty stood gazing up at the mountains and 
inhaled the crisp air, allowing the unfamiliar 
scents to fill his nostrils. He had to admit this 
part of the country was damn beau ful. Flying 
in was awe-inspiring. “Whew.” Gripping the 
handle on his guitar case he snagged his 
suitcase and headed toward the rental car 
section. For the first me since he’d embraced 
the somewhat crazy idea he had to admit he 
was excited. Ge ng the hell out of dodge was 
already putting him in a better mood. 

They guys in the band were looking a er his 
house and in truth the place could sit tight until 
his return. He had nothing holding back his trip 
and he’d psyched himself up with several long 
rides on his Harley. Now it was me to relax 

and get down to the business of writing music. 


He found the Dodge Ram easily enough and 


given this was his one treat while he was in 
town he was going to locate the cabin first, a 
grocery and liquor store second and then se le 
in for the evening. Tim’s cousin was coming by 
to show him around and had le a key in case 
Dusty arrived first. There was no doubt he had 
to be in a small down if people placed their key 
in such an obvious loca on. The thought gave 
him a chuckle. 

As he glanced at the piece of paper with the 
address for the cabin, he turned in a full circle 
and shook his head before placing his guitar in 
the passenger seat. This was one beau ful 
place on Earth. Climbing into the cab and 
starting the engine he had a flee ng thought of 
purchasing a real cowboy hat and burst into 
laughter. Maybe he was just a wanna be 
cowboy a er all. Punching the address into the 
GPS system, he couldn’t wait to explore the 


countryside. 


Dusty se led in for the ride and as he 

flipped on sta on a er sta on he stopped 
when he heard one of his songs on the radio. 
He almost had to jerk the truck to the side of 
the road. A huge smile crossing his face he 
Slapped the steering wheel and realized he 
hadn’t listened to just the radio in so long - 
maybe years. His entertainment had been 
replaced by satellite television and radio. 
Maybe it was me to get back to something 
quieter. Like good country living. Snor ng, he 
gazed up into the sky and sighed. As he 

con nued on his path following the not so 
subtle direc ons of the sultry female voice on 
the GPS he glanced at the remote surroundings 
and realized he hadn’t seen a car, truck or 
anything but an occasional deer sigh ng since 
he turned off the main road. If he wanted 
peace he was certainly going to get it. 


“In one mile turn right onto Old Stage Road.” 


Stealing a glance at the wondrous piece of 
modern technology he slowed down as he 
approached the one-mile marker. When he 
made the turn Dusty was certain he was going 
into a slice of heaven. While the road was 
rugged, the tree lined li le more than dirt road 
was both haun ng and awe inspiring and the 
further he went into the forest the more he 
started to relax. He caught a glimpse of what 
had to be another cabin but from the picture 
Tim had given him he knew his cabin was smack 
in the middle of a clearing so he con nued his 
trek through the dense woods. 

Just when he was about to get worried he’d 
made a series of wrong turns no ma er what 
sexy woman spouted, he broke through the 
trees and narrowed his eyes and a breathtaking 
view almost erupted into view. “Holy shit!” 
While he could clearly tell the structure needed 


work - a hell of a lot of work — the se ng was 


gorgeous. He opened his eyes wide and shook 
his head in amazement as he scanned the 
perimeter. 

He could see a truck parked on the side of 

the house and as he pulled to a stop he tipped 
his head and smiled. A slight puff of smoke was 
billowing from the stone chimney. Pu ng the 
gear into park he turned off the engine and sat 
quietly admiring the almost crystal clear lake. 
He could just make out what had to be the 
large hotel on the far side of the water but 
other than the oversized series of buildings 
there was nothing else to spoil the spectacular 
views. 

When he climbed out of the truck Dusty 
realized his legs were wobbling. Why was he 
nervous? Granted, he really didn’t like being 
alone. Maybe the me would allow him some 
much needed soul searching. Shuddering, he 


turned in a full circle. While Raleigh was 


gorgeous in its own right, this was more than 
amazing. Exhaling slowly, he brushed his hand 
through his hair and could honestly see himself 
living here. 

“It’s pre y breathtaking the first me. Isn’t 

it?” The quiet voice said from behind Dusty. 
Turning his head he eyed the nice looking 

man who had to be close to his age. The guy 
wore an infec ous smile as he eased out onto 
the porch. “Utterly amazing. | can’t believe it.” 
“Welcome. Tim said you'd love the place. | 
hate to tell you this but it needs more work 
than | wanted to admit. I’m Jake Drummand, by 
the way.” 

Closing the truck door, Dusty breathed in the 
cold air and smiled as the scent of absolute 
freshness filled his lungs. “Dusty Walker.” 

“Oh | know who you are. Few in this part of 

the country don’t know the name. | also have 


your albums. Sorry, da ng myself. You don’t 


look a lot like the album covers though.” 
Laughing, Jake headed down the stairs. 

“Yeah, the airbrushing is amazing.” Dusty 
realized he had to look scruffy as hell from his 
four-day beard and shaggy hair. Hell, even his 
rumpled clothes were just something he threw 
on that morning as he raced to get to the 
airport on time. 

“You just look like a man who needs some r 

& r. That’s all. Can | help you with your things?” 
“Just one bag and my guitar and thanks for 

the compliment. I’m nobody in comparison 
with the real country stars.” He walked to the 
other side of the truck and grabbed out his 
things. Taking another look at the lake he 
exhaled slowly. 

“Yeah well we’re small town here and like 

our musicians the salt of the Earth. Come on 
inside. At least | have a fire going.” Jake nodded 


toward the house as he headed toward the 


front door. 

Dusty followed and the second he stepped 
inside he resisted cringing, the damp chill 
forcing a shiver first, the dras c condi on of 

the cabin second. While he could easily tell the 
weathered home was once a pillar of comfort, 
somebody had done a number on the inside. 
“Wow.” 

“Yeah. My words when | saw this place the 

first me a er | threw the sordid bunch of 
assholes out was something like Goddamn 
mother fucking scum of the Earth, but don’t 
quote me.” Laughing, Jake shook his head as he 
gazed toward the fire. “Jerks.” 

“What happened, if | can ask?” Dropping his 
things he scanned the perimeter imagining 
what the place must have looked liked before 
being ripped apart. From the solid wood beams 
leading to a cathedral ceiling, the floor to 


ceiling windows banking the en re length of 


one side of the living room and the incredible 
stone fireplace corning the center of aenon, 
the place could be incredible. S o meh o w he 
knew the cabin could be regal and so warm - 
perfect to entertain company and a home and... 
Catching himself Dusty sighed. Pipe dreams he 
didn’t need. 

“Renters. | wasn’t able to watch the place for 

a few months and the jerks tore it apart. Hell, 
the bastards came highly recommended too. 

A er | finally managed to evict their sorry asses 
| just wasn’t ready to deal with the mess. 
Cleaned up most of the crap just about a 
month or so ago and when Tim called and 

men oned what you do in your spare me | 
knew it had to be Karma. So how long can you 
stay?” Jake grinned again as he mo oned Dusty 
toward the back of the house. 

“At least you’re direct. | have a gig ina 


month so we'll see.” As the moved into the 


kitchen he couldn’t help but emit a slow growl. 
“What they did should be considered criminal.” 
“Well it’s really the cabinets more than 
anything. | put in some new appliances and in 
truth they were needed. Just needs some re- 
facing and maybe a new floor and the place will 
be as good as new.” 

Dusty resisted saying the guy was more than 
op mis c. Instead he walked to the back 
windows and gazed out at the view of the lake 
and what appeared to be a small dock before 
shi ing his gaze to the snow capped 

mountains. “This is truly peaceful.” 

“You can catch some damn good trout in 

those waters. We could s Il catch a snowstorm 
or two but the experts are saying it’s going to 
be an early spring. Never say never un | July in 
Montana.” Chuckling, Jake pushed a set of keys 
across a counter. “You really don’t need these 


but here are the keys to the place. | took the 


liberty of buying some food to get you started 
and the fridge has some beer. Even stocked the 
liquor cabinet. You might have no ced there’s 
not a lot in close proximity but the town of 
Missoula isn’t that far away as the crow flies. 
We have a couple of excellent hardware stores 
and all the food and drink you can want.” 
“That’s great. | really appreciate all of this. 

You just tell me what you think you want done 
and l'Il do all | can.” 

“Į le a wish list but do what you can. | 

cobbled together some tools | had and 
borrowed others so they’re in a workbox out 
back and in the shed are some things | was 
working on like a couple new cabinets | bought 
and light fixtures but I’m no handy man. | have 
an account set up at Bartle ’s Paint store and 
you can pick up more than just paint there so 
anything you need put it on the account. They 


are ready for you whenever but | know why 


you're really here. Just start wri ng again. We 
need more of your music,” Jake said as he 
grinned. 

“I have one fan left. Thank God.” 

“You have more than that. Here’s my 

number in case you need anything. l'Il drop by 
in a day or so to see how you’re making out. 
Left directions to the town and a few places you 
might wanna check out.” 

Dusty smiled as he eyed the papers on the 
table. “Thanks. What’s the hotel like across the 
way?” 

“Not bad. They have a kinda cool western 

place called Rascal’s. Might be your kind of 
place to unwind, kick back and have a few beers 
with the guys.” 

There was something about the look on 

Jake’s face that was interesting. “I might check it 
out. Just want to find me again, you know?” 


“You've come to the perfect place to do just 


that. Let me know if you need anything. Oh 
yeah. There’s plenty of firewood out back.” 
Dusty followed Jake to the door. “Thanks for 
everything.” 

“No problem.” Jake turned and cocked his 
head. “l'Il offer one invite and take it or leave it. 
Some of my friends are going to be at Rascal’s 
on Sunday night. Why don’t you consider 
coming? You can con nue kinda hiding behind 
the tough guy persona and we'll call you Steve 
or something. Hey, | can say you're a friend of 
my cousin’s. That way you can get a flavor for 
the folks around here. Might spark you a bit.” 
“Hmmm... lIl think about it.” There was a 

glint in the man’s eye and Dusty knew he had 
something up his sleeve. 

“Fair enough. We'll be there around nine if 
you're interested.” 

As Dusty watched him drive away he leaned 


against the front porch railing taking in the 


scenery. There was no doubt Drake would love 
the quiet serenity of the moment in paradise. 
His heart suddenly heavy he shook his head 
and walked down the stairs, heading for the 
dock. Why the hell did he con nue to think 
about 

Drake? As a light breeze whipped 

through his hair, he stood gazing into the 
almost clear water and concentrated on the 
schools of fish as they swam up and down in 
the swallow water. Tipping his head to the sky 
he smiled as a sliver of what had to be peace 
coursed through his system. 

Easing down onto the dock he sat 
cross-legged 

and 

remained 

quiet. Dusty 

shivered and held his arms as he lowered his 


head and using a single finger he traced circles 


and lines across the wooden planking. When 
the tears started to flow he was shocked at first 
and struggled to push them away un | he 
clamped his eyes shut and finally succumbed to 
the wretched sadness filling his heart. This 
wasn’t what he wanted to happen at all but as 
the tears con nued to fall for the first me 

since his breakup with Drake he knew he was 
going to be okay. 

KK KK 

“Hey Jim. | heard through the grapevine you 
wanted to talk to me,” Damon said as he 
knocked on the door. Eyeing his old boss for 
the first me brought a series of emo ons , but 
as he stood stoically he was also hopeful of why 
Jim wanted to talk. Perhaps he was going to be 
offered his old job back a er all. Being a 
Ssmokejumper was all he ever wanted to do 
from the first me his father took him to meet 


one of the most famous men in Missoula when 


he was so li le. When he’d been given the 
opportunity to join the ranks, he was honored 
and thrilled and if the call to duty hadn’t taken 
him into the trenches he would be figh ng fires 
today. 

“Come on in. It’s damn good to see you out 
and about. | called Melissa a couple weeks ago 
to check on you.” Jim beamed as he stood and 
walked around from his desk. 

“My protec ve baby bird.” Inching forward 

on the crutches he held out his hand and could 
see true admira on in Jim’s eyes. Jim Parker 
was a legend in the world of smokejumpers and 
had even been on Sixty Minutes because of his 
acts of heroism. 

“Yeah. She loves you. Good to have family 

and | always thought of you as my son, you 
know.” 

Nodding, Damon scanned the office and 


inhaled the scents. Damn he loved the small 


office. Their en re opera on was nestled in the 
Aerial Fire Depot next to the Missoula 

Interna onal Airport. The place was a li le like 
being in the direct line of fire and there was 
something so special about it. “So what can | do 
for you?” 

“Come on and sit down.” 

“I’m kinda red of si ng if you Know what | 
mean.” While he was already sore under his 
arms from the fric on of the crutches, he 
wasn’t going to give in and seem like a cripple. 
“Yeah. | can imagine. Look son, I’m not going 
to beat around the bush here. | know you really 
want to be a part of the team again, but you 
have to know that can’t happen at least with 
regards to being a jumper.” 

“They're fing me for a prosthe c ina 

couple of weeks.” While he was only hoping 
that was the truth he wasn’t going to own up to 


the par al truth to his old boss. If there was 


any way in hell he could get his old job back he 
was going to fight tooth and nail to do it. 
“Damon, you know be er than most the 

condi ons we jump into. It’s dangerous for 
everyone but throw in that you’re...that 
you're...” 

“Damaged goods?” Damon knew there was 

an edge to his voice but he was angry on 
several levels. 

“I wasn’t going to say that and you didn’t let 
me finish. You’re one of the original hot heads 
and it didn’t take ge ng your damn leg blown 
off to make you impetuous and hot around the 
collar. You’ve always been that way. That being 
said, you’ve been one of the most important 
team members in Missoula. | don’t want to lose 
you if | can help it.” 

“So what the hell are you saying?” 

“I’m saying that we need a coordinator 


around here and you’re perfect for the job.” 


“Coordinator? What the hell is that? Sounds 
like a glorified boy to me.” Instantly the 
moment he said the words he regre ed them. 
No one had ever played the race card with him. 
“I’m sorry. | didn’t mean that.” 

Jim sniffed and shook his head. “Sadly, | 
think you did.” 

At an impasse, Damon locked eyes before 
looking away. “No, | didn’t. I’m just angry.” 
“And you have every right to be but your life 
isn’t over. It’s just changing. You have to 
remember that.” His voice softer, Jim sighed. 
“Yeah. | know. Be the bigger man. What’s the 
coordinator position?” 

“It’s coordina ng every jump and it’s also 
about training in the classroom. You're highly 
qualified for the posi on. We need all the 
newbies trained damn well. We're under the 
gun for being shut down and | don’t want any 


mistakes.” 


“What do you mean shu ng us down?” 
Horrified, Damon clenched his hands around 
the metal bars. “The damn government doing 
this?” 

“Not just government shut downs sadly. 

There are even factions in town that don’t think 
our taxes should be spent on what we do.” 
“We save lives and property!” 

Jim smiled. “That’s the man | remember so 
fondly. | need your verve and pride in what we 
do.” 

“I don’t want any damn charity, Jim,” Damon 
said through clenched teeth. 

“You're missing part of your leg, not your 
brain, although I’m beginning to wonder given 
your rather haughty attitude.” 

Opening and closing his mouth Damon 
wanted to retort but the man was right. S Il, it 
wasn’t what he could see himself doing for the 


rest of his life. Training the newbies to do what 


he loved and then not be able to jump? The 
damn job would be taking a back seat to 
everybody. S Il, he refused to watch them 
being shut down. What they did was far too 
important. “I don’t know, Jim.” 

“You have other scorching irons in the fire?” 
“No, but... Hell, | don’t know.” 

Jim closed the distance and pa ed Damon 

on the arm. “I Know you too well. This is in your 
blood. It’s like being around fires makes you 
alive and living for the moment. If you don’t do 
something to spark what you have, | honestly 
think you’re going to go down more than just 
one difficult road. We can help each other.” 
“Said like a true and wise sage,” Damon said 
quietly. 

“And you're not going to take a bit of the 
advice, are you?” 

“Let me think about it.” 


“That’s all | can ask. lIl need an answer in 


about two weeks. That’s all the me I can give 
you.” 

Damon nodded as a shiver ran down his 
spine. “lII tell you before then.” 

“Good enough, son. Glad you’re back safe.” 
Yeah but not sound. “I'll call you.” As he 
Slowly walked out the door, Damon sighed and 
looked around the hanger trying to remember 
the last jump he’d been on. He’d had two tours 
of duty in Afghanistan and both lasted over a 
full year. He had no wife and no kids so he’d 
been the perfect long-term candidate. Hell, it 
was more than three years since he’d fought 
any fires and it was in the blood. Figh ng the 
crap 

in 

the 

dessert and 

treacherous 


mountainous 


areas was something else 

entirely. 

As he sauntered toward the plane and gazed 
up at the shining beast his heart raced. He 
longed to be back on board wai ng as they 
passed over the mountains, his adrenaline 
pumping as the pilot swept the plane over the 
fire-ridden area. What they did was dangerous, 
but their record was well know throughout the 
states and he was proud of the work they’d 
done over the years. There were so many 
memories of houses they’d saved and men and 
women who wouldn’t have survived. How many 
walls of fire had he faced during his tenure? 

Fis ng his mouth he fought screaming as 
visions continued to play in vivid Technicolor. 
Damon inhaled deeply and closed his eyes 
remembering the camaraderie. The guys were 
his best buds and they depended on each other 


for their lives. Trust was implicit among the 


men of the team and he loved every day of 
risking his life. His inner voice reminded him 
that serving his country was not only the 

ul mate in achievement, but als othe most 
amazing reason to sacrifice his very life but 
every once in a while he wished he’d wouldn’t 
have enlisted and not just because of the loss 
of his leg. 

As he stood gazing at the Turbine DC-3 and 
thinking about the good mes, he sighed and 
knew he wanted nothing more than to spend 
some me with his buddies. Jake had never 
been jumper but he reveled in the tales and the 
friendship. Heading out the door he gazed at 
the a ernoon light and wondered if he could 

be a good trainer. 

A series of emo ons raced through his 

system and in truth he wasn’t sure of anything 
but the offer as a good one and one he knew 


he needed to consider but in truth he wanted 


one thing tonight. 

Damon Shade wanted to get blind s nking 
drunk. 

eK 

Wiping the sweat from his brow Dusty eyed 

the kitchen cabinet and sighed. He was rusty as 
hell and while he longed to rip the one cabinet 
off the wall he knew it was much be er than 

the crap le before. As he gazed around the 
kitchen he couldn’t help but feel a sense of 
pride. He’d accomplished a hell of a lot in two 
days. He hadn’t done a bit of song wri ng but 
he was on his way to honing his carpentry skills. 
Dusty moved to the refrigerator and pulled 

out a beer. Twis ng the top he t ook a long pull 
before he sauntered into the living room. 
Pitching the rest of the debris, including some 
of the almost shredded flooring, had taken 
almost the en re first day and while the local 


dump was user friendly, the massive landfill 


was a good forty miles away. By the end of the 
first day he’d fallen into bed exhausted and 
slept a solid nine hours. Come to think it of it 
the night had been the first he’d slept more 
than five in over a year. 

As he took another gulp of his beer he tried 

to figure out what was going to be the next 
project. He’d be able to finish the cabinets in a 
day or so and then maybe the floor. Grinning, 
he couldn’t help but be a bit amazed at his 
growing abili es. That is if folks could look past 
the li le oops here and there. As he walked to 
the back window and gazed into the evening 
twilight, he smiled and then glanced at his 
watch. Almost seven thirty he realized he 
hadn’t eaten since the bagel at breakfast and 
needed something in his stomach. 

As he walked back into the kitchen and 

gazed into the refrigerator he knew he was 


going to have to do something for dinner and 


he doubted Pizza Hut delivered to sucha 
remote loca on. Then again the single tomato, 
bowl of le over pasta and chunk of cheese 
wasn’t cu ng it either. Tapping his foot he 

gazed around the room and thought about 
Rascal’s. He hadn’t even opened his guitar case 
since his arrival. As he polished off the beer and 
headed back into the living room he stood in 
front of his beloved guitar and gingerly opened 
the case, pulling out the instrument by the 

n eck. Sighing, he honed in on the beau ful 
strains of some Spanish guitar coming from the 
Small CD system and shook his head. 

“My old faithful. How many years have | had 
you?” As Dusty strummed across the strings he 
grimaced. A good tuning was in order. Humming 
a tune, he maneuvered the strings like the pro 
he was and as he held down a chord and 
brushed his fingers across the strings the lovely 


b ass sound pulsed into the air. God, he’d 


missed 

playing. Like a river... The words 

con nued to flow in his mind. He almost 
grasped onto a chorus but as soon as the words 
were there they were gone. Groaning, he shook 
his head. Damn it he had to get out of the funk 
he was in. 

When a more conven onal rock song played 

he played along with it, singing his own tune to 
the instrumental piece. While the words were 

s Ited and choppy they were fresher than he’d 
managed in too long. Nearly sa sfied he 

con nued playing un I he thought about the 
bar. Maybe Jake was right and seeing the locals 
and their world would be a good thing to do. 
His mind made up, he placed the guitar box 

in its case before heading off to take a shower. 
Dusty was determined to start wri ng 
something the very next day if it killed him. 


Chuckling, he sang a tune of his own crea on as 


he sauntered into the bathroom. Turning on 
the water as hot as he knew his body could 
stand he walked to his closet and selected one 
of only two nice dress shirts he’d brought with 
him. Once the fashion guru at least of country 
and western wear, the down and trodden look 
didn’t necessarily become him. Should he 
shave? 

When he glanced into the mirror at the 

nearly full beard he almost liked the reflec on 
gazing back at him, even if the eyes were 
haunted. If he simply manicured the hair the 
look would be completely different but no 
doubt fit his dark wavy curls and green eyes 
damn well. He grinned and pulled out his razor. 
Trimming just enough off the ends he stood 
back as steam from the shower crept up the 
sink. “Not too shabby.” And it was a perfect 
mask to hide behind. Once a washed up 


country singer and now a damn good carpenter 


who just might be able to sing a tune or two. 
The thought somehow inspiring, he moved into 
the shower. 

When he was fully dressed he splashed a 

hint of cologne and stood back gazing at his 
reflection. The ladies might find him a rac ve. 
Grabbing his keys he headed out the door, the 
thought of observing people already giving him 
more than one creative idea. 

The sights and sounds of Rascals weren’t 
unlike any of the joints Dusty had played in 
over the years but he was drawn to the energy 
immediately. As he stepped just inside the 
front door he couldn’t help but grin. The two 
story building had a lo complete with what 

had to be another full bar. At the end of the 
oversized room a band was kicking into high 
gear and the sounds of some serious honky 
tonk blared through the large speakers flanking 


the stage. From the neon flashing lights to the 


wildly dancing crowd of men and women, the 
entire bar was lit up with electrified activity. 
Inhaling deeply Dusty was honestly surprised 
at the number of people filling the space. 
Overheated and obviously sexually s mulated, 
there was more than just a bit of dirty dancing 
going on. Eyeing a bar flanking the back wall he 
headed for the darkened space selec ng what 
had to be the single remaining barstool. The 
beau fully carved bar appeared to be made of 
mahogany or cherry and the tall stool 
complimented the design well. As he eased 
onto the stool he glanced over his shoulder as 
the band finished a heady rock infused tune. 
Clapping with the rest of the patrons, he tried 
to recognize the band but figured they were 
part of the local culture and one obviously the 
entire audience adored. 

“What’ll it be?” A husky bartender leaned 


over the bar, eyeing Dusty with a glint in his 


eye. 

“Just a bo led Bud tonight.” Dusty watched 
as the lead singer a empted to get the crowd 
to quiet down 

“Comin’ right up.” 

“Thanks.” 

As 

the 

man 

gripped 

the 

microphone and grinned, he held his hand up 
to quiet the patrons. 

“Okay. | know you’re not here to see li le 

ole us,” the burly man chortled. 

“Hell yeah!” A shrill voice called from the 
darkness. 

“We love you, Chad!” A woman screamed 
and then whistled. 


Chad shook his head and wagged his finger. 


“Yeah, but you want more. It’s Sunday night 
here at Rascals and what would the evening be 
without discovering new talent. So a er a break 
we’re going to ask a select few to join us on 
stage. Get ready, kids cause you never know 
who you might discover.” Giving a wave the 
stage went dark. 

As the crowd went wild, whistling and 

cheering and a DJ began pumping out sounds of 
some heavy-duty rock and roll, Dusty turned 
back toward the bar. The en re bar was jazzed 
and instantly Dusty loved the place. None of 
the bars in Raleigh or pre y much up and down 
the East Coast could rival the happenin’ spot. 
“Here you go. New in town?” The bartender 
asked as he slid the bottle across the bar. 
“That obvious?” Dusty chuckled and gazed 
down the length of the blond man. Tall and 
burly, he looked like the epitome of a ranch 


hand used to hard work and even harder 


playtime. 

The bartender shrugged and leaned his 
elbows on the bar. “Small town. Plus heard 
therewas anew guy looking a er Jake 
Drummand’s place.” 

“News travels fast.” 

“Oh you can’t spit, shit or take a leak in this 
town without the locals knowing. I’m Rustler so 
if you need anything let me know.” 

“Rustler?” Snorting, Dusty asked as he took a 
sip of his beer. 

“Nickname cause | rustle the sexy women.” 
Wagging his ass back and forth he grinned 
mischievously and licked his lips as he darted 
his eyes across Dusty’s shoulder. 

Dusty turned and watched the three bo led 
blonds head for what had to be the bathroom. 
From their ght short skirts and shirts that hid 
very li le what God had given them, there was 


no doubt what was on their minds. Shaking his 


head he grinned. Without a doubt he was going 
to more than like the joint. “Suits you.” 

“You have no idea,” Rustler growled. Tapping 
the top of the bar he moved toward the other 
end and snagged several empty glasses. 

“You here for the talent, trying to get laid or 
scoping out the locals?” 

Choking on his beer a stream flew past his 

lips and down all over his shirt. “Shit!” Dusty 
grabbed for a napkin, wiping his shirt before 
tipping his head back. Seeing the mischievous 
look on Jake’s face he groaned. “Definitely not 
looking to get laid but maybe a li le bit of the 
other two.” 

“Well lots of sexy creatures in here in case 
you're lookin’ to really spice up your songs.” 
“Yeah, well.” A slight smile curled on the 

edge of his mouth. Dusty stole a series of 
glances around the room and couldn’t help but 


admire several of the fine looking cowboys. Hot 


and studly, they all had a rode hard and harder 
look about them. Dear Lord he realized his dick 
was throbbing. 

“Didn't think you’d come,” Jake said as he 

slid next to the bar. 

“Didn’t think | would.” They sat in silence for 

a full minute. “Cool place though.” 

“Thought you'd like it. So, how’s the cabin 
shaping up?” 

“Slowly but not bad,” Dusty commented as 

he gazed at the band getting ready to play. 
“Good.” Sniffing, Jake scanned the crowd 
before turning to face Dusty. “Thinking about 
performing?” 

Dusty chuckled. “Uh, no. Remember I’m just 

a nobody while I’m here.” 

“All right, Steve. There’s some folks I'd like 

you to meet. | have a table filled with 
smokejumpers and they’re a great bunch of 


guys. You game?” 


While he had no idea what smokejumpers 
were, the thought of mee ng some of Jake’s 
friends was interes ng. “Sure. I’d love to meet 
some of the locals.” Dusty eased off the stool 
and followed Jake toward an area of the bar 
that had several tables. Eyeing a group of 
rugged men Dusty grew more than curious. 
“Guys. I'd like you to meet a friend of my 
cousin’s, Steve...” Jake turned and gave Dusty a 
look. 

“Steve Baker,” Dusty said quickly. While he 
wasn’t sure of the rouse, the thought of 
anonymity right now was comforting. 

“That’s Joe, Bull, Carter, Red Dog and this is 
Damon.” Jake pointed to the men as he slid 
onto a Chair. 

“Nice to meet all of you.” As the men said 
their hellos, Dusty eyed the stunning looking 
black man with close cropped hair and eyes 


that bore into his soul, and resisted gasping. 


Damon eyed him suspiciously and simply 
nodded. 

“Pull up a chair and have some brewskis with 
us,” Bull said as he pointed to a chair. “Hey you 
kinda look familiar. You been here before?” 
“Thanks, first me here and | get that all the 
time.” Cringing, Dusty hated lying. He sat down 
slowly and glanced at the men who were 
obviously buddies. 

Bull narrowed his eyes and looked Dusty up 
and down as he took a swig of beer. 

Dusty looked away. The last thing he needed 
was being recognized in a country bar on talent 
night. 

“Look at that broad over there,” Carter 

mused as he waved his hand across his face like 
a fan. 

“Juicy sweet and ready to eat,” Red Dog 

huffed. 


Jake shook his head. “As you can tell we’re a 


rowdy bunch.” 

“Cool with me.” As Dusty watched the way 
Damon scanned the room, he could tell the 
man was filled with anger but there was 
something enigma c about him from his dark 
Skin and brooding eyes like he’d seen the worst 
of mankind and survived. 

“Yeah well | like mine with a bit more meat 

on them, if you know what | mean,” Joe 
laughed and turned to lock eyes with Dusty. 
“Hope you got nothing against gays.” 

The comment threw Dusty to the point he 
choked. “Uh, no, not at all.” While he didn’t go 
tossing his sexual tastes around quite so easily 
he certainly appreciated a group of men who 
could. S Il, he glanced over his shoulder to see 
if anyone might have heard the comment. 
“Sorry. | should warn you about Joe and his 
frankness. He’s one mean mother fucker but 


the best smokejumper in the business er...” Jake 


Slapped his hand over his mouth and stole a 
look at Damon. 

Dusky could tell the en re table was 
instantly 

uncomfortable. 

“What’s 

a 

smokejumper?” 

Bull looked at Joe who laughed and shrugged 
before nodding to Damon. “Why don’t you tell 
him?” Joe stated matter of factly. 

Damon took a long gulp of his drink and 
watched a group of men for several seconds 
before pping his head and looking at Dusty, 
his look full of disdain. “We're trained 
firefighters and our job is to suppress fires in 
remote loca ons of the mountain regions of 
the United States. We fly in and jump from 
really big planes.” 


“Here, here!” Bull held up his beer. 


His pulse racing, he exhaled slowly and a 

chill eased down Dusty’s spine from the way he 
said the words. The guy was more than just 
filled with rage. “Amazing. I’m in awe.” 

“I bet you are,” Damon hissed as he shoved 

his chair back from the table. 

As Dusty watched the man struggle to get to 
his feet he resisted gasping when he saw 
Damon’s condi on. Brushing his hand through 
his hair he refused to look away and knew 

be er than to offer help and the instant 

Damon managed to maneuver the crutches 
under his arms he stood tall and gazed down at 
Dusty, anger flashing in his eyes. The move was 
simply to gauge Dusty’s reac on. Unflinching, 
Dusty nodded and then smiled up at him but as 
the man jerked away from the table Dusty’s 
mouth went dry and it had nothing to do with 
the fact he was concerned or upset for the guy. 


Dusty Walker was turned on as hell. 


“Don’t let his gruff asshole demeanor get to 
you. Damon’s a nice guy dealt a shi y card,” 
Jake said as he grabbed a glass from the middle 
of the table, poured it full and then topped his 
beer off. Pushing the glass in Dusty’s direc on 
he shook his head. “Damn war.” 

“I thought he might have lost his leg doing 

his job as a smokejumper,” Dusty said as he 
finally exhaled. 

“Right now he doesn’t have a job any 

longer,” Jake added. “All he ever wanted to do 
too.” 

Nodding, Dusty sipped his beer and watched 
Damon as he moved into the shadows. “So he’s 
a hero.” As the band ended their first song he 
sighed and watched the lead singer. Damn, he 
missed being on stage. 

“That he is.” Jake looked away before leaning 
down. “And one who needs a good man.” 


Cocking his head, he could see nothing but 


kindness in Jake’s eyes but he knew he’d been 
set up. “Tim told you?” 

“Yep. Not to be hur ul but just told me 

you'd been through a bad breakup. Damon 
hasn’t been with anyone in a long me and | 
know he seems likes he’s got a huge chip on his 
shoulder but in truth he’s just trying to figure 
out what the hell to do next.” 

“Why do | have the feeling you’re trying to 

fix me up? That’s why you asked me here?” 
His eyes twinkling Jake grinned and feigned 
surprise. “Who me? Not in a million years. | 
asked you hear to catch some of the local 
talent. Hell, maybe next week you'll do some 
playing.” 

“Ri-ight.” But as Dusty thought about the 
muscular man with the sensuous face and 
carved body and... He knew he wouldn’t mind 
in the least ge ng fixed up. The thought 


pushed his cock hard against his jeans un | he 


was in near agony. 

“Is anyone ready to hear some raw talent?” 
Chad screamed from the background. 

“Want me to suggest you go up there?” Jake 
teased. 

Dusty gave him the finger. 

“Hey Bull. You got a voice, man. Why don’t 
you sign up?” Red Dog chortled. 

As the crowd whooped and hollered Dusty 
took the opportunity to ease from his chair and 
head toward the bathroom. For some reason 
he had to get closer to the brooding man who 
filled Dusty’s mind with thoughts he hadn’t had 
in over a year. Standing just outside the 
bathroom door he swallowed hard before 
pushing the door open slowly. 

Damon was learning over the sink awkwardly 
washing his hands and the instant Dusty 
entered the dense space he looked at him 


through the mirror. 


It was a quiet moment that passed between 
them, but in the seconds they kept their gaze 
locked on each other Dusty knew without a 
shadow of a doubt they were going to become 
lovers. 


And the thought scared the hell out of him. 


Chapter Three 


Damon remained glued to the counter as 

Steve came and went from the bathroom. There 
was something about the guy he wasn’t so sure 
about. Sniffing, he gazed at his reflec on and 
could see a ck at the corner of his mouth. Why 
was he nervous? While the man was damn 
good looking with curly dark hair and what had 
to be the most engaging pair of aquamarine 
eyes he’d ever laid eyes on, he was just another 
g u y . He chuckled and shook his head 
remembering days of the past where finding 
passion was almost like a sport. Maybe he just 
needed to get laid. As he stood trying to 
remember when the last me he’d had his cock 
in some guy’s ass he trembled. Snor ng, he 
rubbed his face. Hell, he remembered. The 
damn anger remained solid in his heart. He’d 


refused to think about... Don’t go there. This 


was definitely no me for a rela onship. As he 
washed his hands he realized his dick was 
throbbing in his skin- ght jeans. Sex he could 
handle. Nobody would want a fucking cripple like 
you. 

Instantly shocked from even thinking the 
words, he gripped the counter and emi ed a 
low growl. Not once had he thought about 
what others would think with regard to 
romance or... This he refused to do. Fuck it. He 
was with his buddies and if the interloper 
wanted to stay, fine. He jerked the crutches 
under his arms and struggled to get out the 
door. As he neared the table he gazed at the 
women a emp ng to sing on stage and sighed. 
At least there was some form of entertainment. 
“Took the liberty of ordering another 

pitcher,” Jake said as he pulled out Damon’s 
chair. 


“Think I’m going to switch to something 


stronger,” Damon said as he thumped into his 
seat. Tipping his head to the waitress he 
glanced at the table. “Anyone going to join me 
for some tequila?” 

“Look out boys. Our hero wants to get 

drunk,” Bull stated as he li ed his beer. “l'Il join 
ya. Ain’t on duty early tomorrow.” 

“What the hell. Make that two. What about 

the new boy in town? Can you handle a li le 
hair of the dog?” Red Dog leaned across the 
table and stared at Steve. 

Damon eyed the man and quickly glanced 
down to his long legs before looking away. The 
guys were right. There was something too 
familiar about the man. Where had he seen 
him before? 

“Sure. Might help,” Damon said nervously. 
“What do my big boys need?” The waitress 
crooned and leaned over, giving Damon a kiss. 


Oddly enough Sally Lou was the one woman 


who'd really always shown an interest in 
Damon. Of course the town knew he was gay 
and didn’t care but she made it her mission to 
try and interest him. She hadn’t changed a bit 
in the years he’d been gone. He’d heard she 
was pre y serious with a mutual friend. The 
thought gave him a smile. Someone deserved to 
be happy. “Tequila all the way around.” 

“Who’s the looker?” Sally Lou asked as she 
batted her eyelashes toward Steve. 

“Steve,” Damon quickly answered. “Not here 
for long. Just working on Jake’s place.” He could 
see an interes ng look flash across the man’s 
face. “Or is there something else?” 

“He’s ge ng over a horrible break up and 

trying to collect his thoughts,” Jake answered 
before Steve had a chance. 

Steve gave Jake a harsh look before nodding 

in her direction. “Only here for a few weeks.” 


“Well sugar, if you need company | can 


certainly make room in my schedule. You’re 
cute as a bu on. Tequila comin’ right up.” As 
Sally Lou sashayed away from the table, several 
of the men gawked at her. 

“She’s takin’ a fancy to the newcomer,” Joe 

said as he chuckled. “Imagine that. Forty hard 
workin’ cowboys to a square mile and she’s 
hungry for the new boy in town.” 

“Thought she was involved,” Damon said 
quietly as he fiddled with his glass. 

Bull looked at Red Dog who shrugged. “Not 

any longer.” 

“Not my type,” Steve muttered. 

Bull eyed Jake as Damon narrowed his eyes. 
“And what type do you prefer? A city slicker?” 
Damon realized his voice had a dis nct edge 
and why he was pushing what seemed to be a 
nice guy he wasn’t sure. Hell, the man looked as 
lost as he did. He could tell there was more to 


the story about Sally Lou but knew how she 


respected her privacy. 

Steve leaned across the table and locked 
eyes with Damon. His voice barely audible he 
had a dis nct edge to his voice. “I prefer mine 
with a big dick between his legs.” 

The words so totally unexpected, Damon 
opened his mouth and blinked furiously. There 
was no way he would have thought. Shi ing in 
his seat his swelling cock made the moment 
almost too uncomfortable. 

“Fuckin’ ‘A’!” Bull slammed his hand on top 
of the table. “Least the man has balls. Shit. | 
knew | kinda liked you.” 

Steve turned away and sucked in his breath. 
And for some reason Damon had the feeling 
it was tough for the man to admit. This was 
very interes ng. “Well, we have our share in 
town.” He glanced at Jake’s smug face and 
should have guessed his old buddy was up to 


something. “I’m not looking for anyone.” His 


words not directed at anyone in par cular, he 
jerked the beer up from the table and polished 
off the lukewarm fizz. 

“And no one could tolerate your surly 

a tude either, buddy. Lighten t he fuck up,” 
Jake hissed. 

As soon as Sally Lou brought the tequilas 
Damon downed his shot and ordered another 
and as the group sat back and watched the 
ridiculous entertainment on stage he finally 

se led in to try and enjoy the night. He 
couldn’t help but no ce Jake con nued to look 
back and forth between he and Steve and a er 
awhile he turned his chair. 

And continued drinking. 

“I can’t believe you got up on stage. Joe, you 
old dog, you sound pre y damn good up 
there!” Bull slapped Joe on the back as the bar 
continued to whistle and clap. 


“I did some singing in college,” Joe huffed as 


he poured a glass of beer. 

Jake pushed Steve’s arm. “Okay, your turn.” 
Steve opened his eyes wide. “Hell, no! | suck 
at singing.” 

“Come on, man. We're all toasty and people 
would love to see something other than our 
sorry asses up there,” Red Dog chided. 

“Yeah, why don’t you?” Damon suggested. In 
truth there was something about Steve’s voice 
that drew him in. Like a spider to a fly. Whew, 
the tequila was ge ng to him. Fumbling with 
his glass he almost dropped the dense crystal 
because of his sweaty hands. 

“Not my bag.” Steve looked toward the 

stage. “Would run everyone out of here. | 
dabble with the guitar but I’m not very good.” 
“It was just a thought,” Damon said and as 
the band singer suddenly jumped off stage and 
started interac ng with the crowd, he wanted 


nothing to do with the crap. He clamored to his 


feet and headed for the bar before his buddies 
stopped him. Shaking his head he moved 
against the bar and stood in the darkened 
corner. 

“You doin’ okay, Damon?” Sally Lou asked as 
she patted him on the back. 

“Just fine. Just trying to regroup,” Damon 
nuzzled next to her. 

“Well, Melissa told me you were coming 

back. | Know it’s tough but you’re alive and here 
and safe.” 

“You're right and it’s damn good to be 

home. You're looking good.” 

Nibbling her lower lip she mo oned to the 
bartender and rubbed the p of her finger 
across his cheek. “You were always the swee e 
to me. | appreciate it.” 

“What’s not to be sweet to? You s Il seeing 
Tom?” 


Sniffing, she pressed her hair back from her 


face. “Not since he beat the crap out of me a 
few months ago.” 

“What the hell?” Tom had been another 

friend and one who'd served his me in the 
military. Somehow he’d only heard the man 
returned home almost a year before. Before the 
guy le he wouldn’t have touched a manina 
barroom brawl, much less a woman. “What 
happened?” 

“I dunno. Tom was different a er the war. | 
knew he was hur ng the day he got home. | 
could tell in his eyes he wasn’t the same man. | 
don’t know. | didn’t think he’d get so mean 
though.” Shaking her head she li ed an empty 
shot of tequila toward the approaching 
bartender. “This one’s on the house for our 
hero coming back.” 

“I’m no hero,” Damon said through clenched 
teeth. He’d seen too many men snap from the 


horrors they’d seen but to have Tom come back 


and beat her was not possible. As he gazed 
down at his shaking hand he wondered if that’s 
what was happening to him. There was no 
doubt he was filled with rage. Swallowing hard 
he could almost hear the strangled cries of the 
men in his unit who’d burned and he couldn't... 
He pushed away the ugly visions and calmed his 
nerves. 

“Like hell, you’re not!” 

Damon stole a glance and sighed. No one 

knew the en re story and when they did they’d 
call him a freak. “That really bothers me to hear 
the shit about Tom. Where is he now?” 

“Hell, | don’t know. | think he’s spending 

some me with his dad in Billings but | honestly 
haven’t heard much. I'd like to say | don’t give a 
shit.” 

“I can tell you s Il do. Maybe he’s ge ng 

some counseling.” 


Sally Lou turned to face him. “You mean like 


you need to be doing? Melissa’s told me how 
angry you are and how haunted. | can only 
imagine what you went through but you don’t 
have to do this alone. People love you around 
here. They're all willing to help if you’ll get your 
head out of your ass.” 

“Said like a woman who knows me too well,” 
Damon grinned. 

“I’m serious. Tom almost broke my ribs and | 
had two black eyes so | know how this shit can 
eat at you. You need to get control, Damon. | 
love you to death and in truth | refuse to sit 
around and see the horrors of the way 
consume another friend. You hear me?” 

“I love a woman who threatens me.” Seeing 
her glistening eyes he could tell how destroyed 
she was by Tom’s behavior. Nodding, Damon 
knew she was right. Why was it so damn tough 
for him to admit he needed some help? “1 


know.” 


“Yeah and you're going to be too damn 
stubborn to do anything about it. Drink your 
tequila and have fun but remember what | said. 
| thought Tom was my world and then 
everything changed. | don’t want to see that 
happening to you.” 

As she pa ed him on the back, Damon 

opened his mouth to reply and suddenly he 
heard a voice that sent shivers racing down his 
spine. “Who is that?” 

“Well, well. The new boy in town has a 

voice.” Pushing the shot of tequila in front of 
Damon, Sally Lou kissed his cheek and 
Sauntered away. 

Damon stared wide-eyed as Steve crooned 
along with the band and from where he sat he 
could tell the man was quite comfortable being 
in the limelight. “Unbelievable.” Shaking his 
head he grabbed his shot of tequila and 


couldn’t take his eyes off the man. From Steve’s 


long legs eased into a pair of cowboy boots and 
his muscular torso enveloped in an oh-so ght 
shirt, Damon had to admit he was turned on. 
And the way the crowd reacted to his 
performance was amazing. As he sat listening to 
the words of the love song he couldn’t take his 
eyes off the man. Smiling, he licked the rim of 
his glass, a warm feeling se ling into the pit of 
his stomach. He watched as Jake walked up, a 
grin the size of Texas plastered on his face. 
“How'd you manage to get him on stage?” 
“Threats,” Jake said as he laughed. “He’s a 
natural.” 

“How’d you know?” 

“Heard him singing. Just figured. Glad to see 
you smile.” 

Damon wrapped his hand around Jake’s arm 
and sighed. “Don’t get any ideas. | know what 
you're trying to do but don’t. I’m barely able to 


take care of my sorry ass let alone think about 


giving anyone more than ugly grunts every day.” 
“Not talking about a rela onship. He’s in 

town for three weeks. I’m talking about hot, 
kinky sex.” 

Groaning, he could see the two rugged men 
too close for comfort giving an odd glare. 
“Louder why don’t ya? Not going to happen. 
Never.” Stealing another glance he wasn’t so 
sure either of them could handle anything. 
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“How are you feeling?” Jake asked. 

“Okay. A li le psy but in truth ge ng on 

stage was a rush. A li le shocked no one 
figured out who | was,” Dusty said as he gazed 
around the bar. He knew it was ge ng late by 
the thinning out crowd. As he concentrated on 
several drunk couples, clinging to each other 
next to the stage, he leaned against the bar. 
Exhaus on was se ng in and he hadn’t 


managed to eat a damn thing. 


“Oh | think copious amounts of alcohol and 
the screaming women kept that at bay,” Jake 
said as he pa ed Dusty on the back. “You’re as 
good of an actor as you are a musician.” 
Dusty smiled. “Yeah, well | guess I’ve had 
plenty of time to hide behind a mask or five.” 
“We all hide, my friend. Every one of us.” 
Dusty had the dis nct impression his new 
friend was hiding his own level of pain. “Yeah. 
You're right.” 

“Look, I hate to ask this but | need a favor.” 
“Anything.” 

“Take Damon home. He’s in the first house 
near your cabin and it’ll save me a drive into 
the boonies. | really don’t want to take the 
roads right now. The tequila is whipping my ass. 
Last thing | need is an accident or a DUI. You 
know?” 

Dusty opened and closed his mouth and as 


he nodded he knew the man was serious as 


Jake swayed back and forth. Dusty wasn’t 

en rely sober but he’d slowed down over the 
last two hours and knew he could make it with 
the help of the GPS. “Sure. As long as he 
doesn’t continue to bark at me.” 

“He’s really a good guy. You know? | really 
appreciate this.” 

“Sure thing. Just help me get him to the 

truck. | damn sure don’t think he wants my 
help. Period.” 

Jake chuckled. “That | can do. Come on. I'll 
help gather Mr. Prince Charming for you. Oh 
and if you want to you can whip his ass a er 
you get him home. All of us are sick and red of 
the sulking.” 

“He has a damn good reason.” 

“He’s alive. More than I can say for a lot of 
service men and women. He’s alive.” 

Sighing, Dusty had to admit that was true. As 


he watched Jake glide toward the man suddenly 


a few lyrics popped into his head. He’d never 
wri en about God and country. Maybe it was 
time to start. 

The ride was completely and totally silent. 
When he stopped the truck, turning off the 
igni on, Dusty tried to figure out what to say, 
but there were no adequate words. He eased 
out of the driver’s seat and sighed. 

Damon exhaled slowly and looked away. 

“Let me help you,” Dusty said as he struggled 
to get Damon out of the truck. 

“I can do it.” Slurring his words Damon 
almost nailed Dusty with his crutch as he swung 
it around trying to connect with the ground. 
Holding his hands up Dusty eased back and 
surveyed 

the 

almost 

pitch 


blackness 


surrounding the small cabin. “Why don’t | at 
least turn some lights on?” 

“Yeah sure. The door’s unlocked,” Damon 
hissed. 

Dusty moved toward the entrance and 
nearly stumbled twice. Finally managing to 
open the front door he found a light switch. As 
the porch filled with a warm glow he took two 
long strides before stopping himself. Even in 
the shadowed light he could tell the man 
refused to accept any help from anyone. 
Every move difficult given his inebriated 
condition, Damon was almost out of breath 
when he made it to the front door. Stopping 
just inside he huffed and didn’t turn around. 
“You want to come in?” 

Dusty debated. “Sure. Just for a minute.” He 
followed Damon inside and leaned against the 
wall in the entrance as Damon lumbered into 


the darkness. Hearing thumps and bangs he 


almost followed the man but stood stoically. 
“You want a drink?” Damon called from the 
other room. 

“You sure that’s a good idea?” 

“Probably not but I’m not going anywhere 
soon.” 

Sighing, Dusty followed the sound into the 
Small kitchen. The design of the cabins was 
similar with this one being a good thousand 
feet smaller. “This yours?” 

“Belongs to Jake. | sold my house when | 
enlisted. Didn’t need to worry about care of a 
house when | was overseas.” Tugging out two 
bo les of beer from the fridge, he blinked 
furiously as if trying to remember what he was 
doing. 

“You all right?” 

“Fine.” Said a li le too quickly Damon shook 
his head and pushed a bo le over the counter. 


“Why are you really here?” 


“At least you’re direct.” 

“| have to be or I... had to be anyway. If you 
weren't clear lives were lost.” His words trailing 
off, he struggled as he twisted the cap. 

“Let me help you.” Without thinking Dusty 
reached across and tugged at the beer bo le. 
The instant their fingers touched a series of 
electric 

jolts coursed through his system. 

Resis ng the urge to jerk his hand away, he 
simply twisted and placed the cap on the 
counter but as Damon cocked his head and 
gazed into his eyes he could tell how turned on 
the man was. Looking away he wrapped his 
hand around his beer and took a gulp. He sure 
as shit didn’t need another drink but something 
had to calm his nerves. “I understand what you 
mean.” 

Damon studied him carefully before easing 


onto a stool and pitching his crutches on the 


floor. “Tell me, Steve. What do you do?” 
“l.../’m a carpenter.” 

“Own your own business?” 

“Of sorts.” Cringing, the lie sounded fake as 
shit and he couldn’t look Damon in the eye. 
“Interes ng answer. You and Jake go way 
back?” 

“I know his cousin well.” 

Damon sniffed and eased the bo le to his 

lips. Barely able to wrap his mouth around the 
lip, he finally managed to gulp a swallow but as 
he set the bo le down several drops spilled 
from his mouth. Wiping them away with the 
back of his hand he laughed. “And you just 
came out here out of the goodness of...of 
your...of your heart to help?” 

Dusty knew he should go. The man was 
obviously ge ng drunker but for some reason 
he didn’t want to leave. Perhaps he’d found a 


tortured soul just like him and he needed some 


odd level of camaraderie from a stranger. “The 
truth is | don’t have a lot of money and Tim 
thought ge ng out of town would be a good 
idea to clear my head. He knew Jake needed 
help fixing up the place and so the fit seemed 
right.” 

“And what about this man you’re running 
away from?” 

Dusty almost choked on his beer. “Who said 

| was running?” 

“Obvious to tell you’re running from 
something. The ques on is what?” Damon 
shifted in his seat and almost fell off the stool. 
“Whoa. | think you need to lie down.” Dusty 
closed the distance between them and 
wrapped his arm around Damon. Instantly 
shivers raced down his back and his mouth was 
dry as a bone. 

“I’m fine. |...” Damon slowly li ed his head 


and narrowed his eyes. “Fine.” 


Tick. Tock. 

His heart racing, Dusty wasn’t sure if it was 
the alcohol fueling his inhibi ons or a true 
desire for the man but he was frozen and 
unsure of what to do. 

Breathing in and out Damon licked his lips 

and palmed Dusty’s chest. “I don’t want 
anything or need anyone. | just can’t take 
anything right now.” 

“And I’m not offering anything.” 

Damon kept his hand on Dusty’s shirt as 
almost involuntarily began kneading the so 
material as his eyes darted back and forth 
across Dusty’s. Inhaling he wrapped his other 
hand around Dusty’s neck and entwined his 
fingers in Dusty’s shaggy locks. 

Dusty’s heart was racing and as every nerve 
was suddenly standing on end from a series of 
electric jolts flecks of bright light swirled around 


his field of vision. What the hell was wrong with 


him? 

Damon grunted and dragged Dusty’s head 
down, crushing the man’s mouth and forcing 
his tongue inside. The kiss was nothing more 
than a passionate roar between the two men 
and in the next several seconds Damon forced 
his tongue deeper inside Dusty’s hot mouth 

un | the sounds of raging lust seemed to fuel 
the heat between them. 

Dusty tugged Damon off the stool and 

wrapped his arms around his waist, cupping 
and squeezing the man’s muscular ass. On fire 
and in need, he forced Damon into the heat of 
his body, grinding his groin back and forth 
across Damon’s. His cock throbbing like a son of 
a bitch he had never been so damn hungry in 
his life. 

Damon broke the kiss and nipped Dusty’s 

lower lip, dragging the tender flesh between his 


teeth and bi ng down. Grun ng, he kept one 


hand wrapped around Dusty’s arm and the 
other he slid the flat of his hand down the 
length of Dusty’s chest to his groin. Cupping 
Dusty’s swollen bulge, he stoked up and down 
the cloth-covered cock as he emi ed a low 
growl. When he eased back he inhaled deeply 
and licked across the seam of Dusty’s mouth. “l 
want to fuck you.” 

Somehow the blatant words did nothing but 
add fire to his needs and as Dusty grunted he 
longed for the man to suck his dick. But first he 
had to touch Damon. Fumbling to free the 
man’s cock he leaned over and licked the side 
of Damon's face, tas ng the tangy essence of 
the man. 

Damon slowly exhaled and unfastened 

Dusty’s bu on, unzipping his fly. Without 

asking he reached in and eased out Dusty’s 
Shaft. “Commando. Fuckin’ love it.” 


Startled at Damon’s sudden brazen ac ons, 


he blinked furiously and tried to reign in his 
desire. This wasn’t supposed to happen. 
“Damon...1...” 

Chuckling darkly Damon licked the underside 
of Dusty’s chin, nipping his tender flesh as he 
breathed a swath of hot air across his skin. 
“What’s wrong? Can’t handle me?’ 

“T...no...1...” But Dusty wanted to let go. He 
wanted to feel alive again. Shaking the ugly 
thoughts aside he freed Damon’s throbbing 
sha and stole a gaze down at the thick muscle. 
The man was built like no other he’d had 
before and as his mouth watered at the 
thought of having him in his mouth he could 
barely contain his almost savage yearnings. 
Sliding his hands down the man’s chest to his 
cock, he eased his hand inside Damon’s pants 
and the second he rolled the man’s tender sac 
between his fingers he shivered. 


Damon moaned and licked down Dusty’s 


neck as he con nued to stoke up and down the 
length of Dusty’s sha . “God | want you in my 
mouth.” 

“Then suck me.” Dusty was shocked at the 
almost dark command in his voice but he 
wanted this man more than he had in so long. 
“Suck me!” Breaking the hold between them he 
grinned and licked his lips. 

Growling, Damon released his hold on 

Dusty’s arm and instantly lost his balance. As if 
in slow mo on he tumbled forward taking 

Dusty with him. They both fell down onto the 
floor and while Damon gasped he scrambled to 
regain his control. 

“Shit! It’s okay. Damn | forgot that you 

were...” Dusty froze before saying the words 
and as both men stopped and gazed at each 
other a quiet passed between them. “You 
hurt?” 


“Nope.” Damon looked away. “You want to 


go...into the...” Unable to finish the words he 
looked away as he struggled to sit upright. 

“I should go.” Climbing to his feet Dusty 
eased Damon up and couldn’t look in the man’s 
eyes. He’d forgo en completely about his 
condi on. What the hell was he thinking 

a acking a man who was hur ng so damn 
desperately? He was a shit head at best. 
“Go? I...just fell...I...” But as Damon leaned 
against the counter, gripping the edge ghtly, 
h e looked the other way. “You’re right. Be er 
you get out.” 

Dusty opened and closed his mouth. Had he 
hurt the guy? “Damon, I...” 

“Just go! Shit. | don’t know what the fuck is 
wrong with me.” Snorting, he looked away. 
His fingers fumbling he pressed his dick back 
into his pants and inhaled. “Fine. Have it your 
way.” Dusty headed for the doorway and 


turned slightly and could see how anguished 


Damon was. This neither of them needed. 
tok 

Over the next three days Damon avoided 
everyone like the plague. There was nothing 
that could have given him solace. The 
nightmares had intensified and he was barely 
able to sleep. He brushed his hand through his 
hair and realized it was shaking like a leaf. 
There was no doubt he couldn’t keep up this 
pace much longer. Exhaus on wasn’t just his 
problem. Almost fucking a man he didn’t even 
know what at best ridiculous behavior and at 
worst he was losing his freaking mind. As he sat 
in his doctor’s office awai ng the results of the 
tes ng for a fake freaking leg he sighed. Hell, 
he’d pushed Melissa away forcing him to drive 
himself everywhere. Oddly enough it felt good 
to be on his own doing things like normal 
people. 


Normal. What the fuck was he thinking? He’d 


never be normal and that’s why Steve didn’t 
want him. Sniffing, he had driven up to 
apologize for his behavior twice and couldn’t 
get out of his truck. He was for all prac cal 
purposes pathe c. As the door opened and Dr. 
Wyland eased inside he smiled. 

“How are you doing today, Damon?” The 
doctor smiled, his eyes twinkling. 

“Fine. Better. Hell, | don’t know.” 

“You have bags under your eyes. You ge ng 
enough sleep?” 

“Highly overrated,” Damon snorted. 

“You need your rest in order to recover 
completely. Do you want me to write you a 
prescription for sleeping pills?” 

Incensed immediately, to his chagrin he 
almost said yes. “Hell, no. | don’t need 
anything.”Sadly, drinking himself into a 
comatose state had been the only way he could 


sleep more than an hour at a me. Good or 


bad the drug was helping him forget the 
horrors. 

“Okay but let me know if you change your 
mind. 

Good 

news. You’re an excellent 

candidate for a prosthe c. Everything is in 
order and I’ve made you an appointment. 
You're going to need some therapy of course 
but once you’re fi ed you can begin using your 
new leg on a regular basis and you'll get 
stronger every day. | have the address for you 
and you can stop by the nurse’s sta on and 
she'll make an appointment for you.” 

If was as if the doctor was speaking in 
tongue. His heart bea ng rapidly Damon tried 
to focus. “What?” 

“I was talking about your new leg.” 

“1...” Damon swallowed hard and flashes of 


the night rolled across his eyes. 


“It’s too hot! Fuck! I can’t get to him.” The 
strangled voice came from the darkness. “Jesus! 
What the hell are we going to do?” 

Smoke was thick and along with the dense 
forest and blackness of the night Damon was 
barely able to see. 

“Where the hell were you?” Marty hissed as 

he struggled to get through the foliage. 

From everywhere Damon could see flames 
lapping at the trees, cu ng off their way out. 
This was the worst posi on he could be in. “I got 
tangled in some brush!” 

“Yeah well I couldn’t stop Bart from heading 
into the muck.” 

“Come on. Over here!” Another man cried. 
Boom! 

“What the fuck?” Damon snarled as the earth 
shook around them. 

Whoosh! 


“Ah shit! We're fucking sing ducks here!” 


Marty snapped. “Come on! We have to get to 
the men.” 


Damon jerked to his feet and as he moved 


through the underbrush, the sound of crackling 


mbers shi ed all around them. He gazed up at 


the trees and knew they were headed into a 


death trap. “Fuck!” He moved in front of the men 


just as the sound of gunfire erupted from behind 


them. 

“Shit! We're being surrounded!” Another man 
called. 

“This was a trap,” Marty growled. “What the 
fuck are we going to do?” 

“Hold on. We have to find another way out.” 
Damon scanned the perimeter and dropped to 


the ground as smoke threatened to derail their 


advance. “Okay. This is what we’re going to do... 


“Aaaahhhh!” 
Boom! Flash! 


“Nnnnnooooo!” 


“Jesus. Are you okay, Damon? You're 

Sweating and shivering.” 

“What? I...” Blinking furiously, Damon gasped 
as his eyes slowly began to focus. He’d never 
had the visions while he was awake. The 
memory and glimpses of the horrible night 
remaining vivid in the forefront of his mind he 
bit his lip and gripped the table. All the while 
he’d been sure the dream was just that and 
now as he envisioned the twisted faces of the 
men because...because he... “I need to get out 
of here.” Jumping off the table he could barely 
grab the crutches. His hands sweaty he wasn’t 
sure what to make of the memory. 

“Don’t forget to stop outside and you really 
need to take be er care of yourself,” Dr. 
Wyland patted Damon on the back. 

“I’m fine. It’s good to be home and that’s 
helping.” Now Damon wasn’t so Sure. 


“I'll leave the address at with the nurse and 


let you get dressed. I’m glad to see your 
wounds have healed so nicely.” 

Damon watched the doctor leave and 

finished ge ng struggling into his clothes. As 
he walked into the recep on are he eyed the 
nurse’s sta on and stood wai ng but as the 
memories con nued to flash in front of his eyes 
he couldn’t take it any longer. 

Walking out the door he wasn’t sure what 

the hell he was going to do but he sure as shit 
didn’t want a fucking prosthesis. 

Damon simply drove. He loved the country 
and everything it had to offer and before he 
went off to war he spent days combing the 
mountains and surrounding areas. Smiling to 
himself, he remembered he’d thought about 
purchasing a Harley more than once. He was 
a er all a rebel at heart. He headed through 
town and allowed the peace of being in the 


countryside to offer him a moment of solace. 


As he stopped for gas he waved to several 
people he hadn’t seen in years and while he 
longed to say hello, he felt like a loser and 
someone who didn’t deserve their well wishes. 
Leaning against the truck he watched the cars 
come and go, lost in his thoughts un | a big red 
clunker of a truck roared down the road. There 
was no mistaking the iden fy of truck or of the 
driver. Li ing his sunglasses he narrowed his 
eyes as Tom Billings drove by and in the 

direc on he was going there was only one 

loca on he could be heading for. “Son of a 
bitch.” 

Cu ng off the fuel pump, he wrangled to 

get the gas cap back on and into the small store 
to pay for the gas. As he waited in line he grew 
impa ent as hell. Was Tom going to apologize 
or something else? Literally throwing the 
money on top of the counter, he bolted 


without wai ng for change and when he finally 


managed to get into his truck and start the 
engine he realized Tom had a full ten minutes 
on him. 

Damon hissed as he pulled out of the lot and 
down the road. He’d been at Sally Lou’s enough 
mes over two years to remember every twist 
and turn in the road and while he drove at 
excess speeds he knew he wasn’t making up 
any me. Sniffing, he pulled down her long 
gravel road and suddenly wondered what the 
hell he was going to do if Tom was hur ng her. 
While he owned several guns, none were inside 
the truck. As he made the last turn he could see 
he’d been right. Tom’s truck sat cross way on 
her driveway. The man had been in a hurry. 

The second he opened up his truck door he 
heard a commo on and struggled to get out of 
his truck. “Fuck!” Finally managed the sound of 
breaking glass sent a shiver racing down his 


spine. “Tom!” As a strangled cry came from the 


house Damon rushed toward the front door. 
“Tom!” 

He could the man cussing and snarling and 
Sally crying. Enraged, Damon sucked in his 
breath as he thumped up the stairs and jerked 
open her screen door. Instantly the sight of her 
mascara stained face and the broken lamp sent 
a flash of anger through his en re body he 
hadn’t experienced since coming back from 
overseas. “Tom. Stop now or I’m gonna kick 
your ass.” 

“Don’t!” Sally Lou wailed. “He’s just upset. 
We're...” 

“Yeah. We’re just talking,” Tom snarled as he 
turned around to face Damon and as 

recogni on crossed his face he looked down at 
Damon’s leg and sucked in his breath. 

“Tom. We can talk about this. Just let her 
alone,” Damon said, trying to control the 


timbre of his voice. 


“This is between me and her so stay out of 

it,” Tom hissed. 

Damon could see such rage in the man he 
was almost paralyzed with sadness. Stealing a 
glance at Sally Lou he could tell Tom had taken 
a swing at her. Her bloody lip was a clear 
indica on. Dear God he wished he could say 
the man was drunk but he appeared sober and 
yet his eyes were haunted and almost black. 
“Why don’t you tell me what’s going on and 
leave the lady alone.” 

“The lady’s a tramp and she’s been seeing 
other men.” Tom jerked her arm, yanking her 
closer. 

Holding out his hand Damon shook his head. 
“Don’t do this. Sally Lou cares about you. You’re 
both just upset. Let’s just sit down and talk 
about this.” 

“Nothing to talk about, Damon. Just get the 


hell out of here,” Tom said as he narrowed his 


eyes. “Isn’t that right, honey bun?” 

Damon could see fear in her eyes as her 
lower lip trembled. “Sorry, buddy. I’m not going 
without the lady. Come with me, Sally Lou and 
Tom can go somewhere and think about what 
he’s doing.” 

Sally Lou’s eyes darted back and forth as she 
swallowed hard. Taking a tenta ve step 
forward she nodded. “Okay.” 

In a split second Tom backhanded her, 
sending her reeling into the coffee table. 
“You're going nowhere until | say you are!” 
“Aaaahhh!” Screaming, Sally Lou crashed into 
the table and rolled, hi ng the floor with a 

hard thud. 

“That’s it, you fucker. You and me bud!” 
Damon snarled and took several steps forward 
before he realized he wasn’t going to win this 
fight. 


Tom lunged and brought them both down to 


the floor, both men flailing, the crutches flying 
out to the side. “What the fuck do you think 
you're going to do?” 

Damon pushed him hard but not only did 

the man have more maneuverability but he 
outweighed Damon by a solid thirty pounds. 

S Il, Damon kicked out with his good leg before 
landing a solid punch under Tom’s chin. As he 
watched the larger man tumble, Damon twisted 
his body trying to get his good leg under his 
body. Swaying back and forth he sucked in his 
breath as pain coursed through his body. 

“No!” Sally Lou screamed. 

“Fuck!” Grun ng, the force slammed Tom 

into the hallway wall sending pictures tumbling 
down and crashing on the floor. As glass 
spewed Tom struggled to his feet and 
immediately jerked Damon’s arm before 
punching him hard in the face. 


“Shit!” Damon was tossed to the floor, his 


head thumping hard against the doorjamb. 
Dazed, he shook his head and tried to control 
his breathed as the larger man lunged toward 
him again. “No!” He managed to roll to the 
right a split second before Tom jumped. 
Pitching his arm out, Damon caught Tom in the 
chest and could tell he knocked the wind out of 
him. It was at that moment he realized there 
was no way he could take Tom in his condition. 
“Tom! Please!” Sally Lou wailed from behind. 
Damon made it to his knees and held his 

hand over his heart. “Just stop! Call the Sheriff, 
Sally Lou.” When she hesitated he snapped his 
head up. The shit was ge ng out of hand. “Just 
do it!” As Sally Lou raced, off he managed to get 
to his feet and swayed back and forth as he 
held onto the wall. “Get out, Tom and we won’t 
press charges.” 

Tom snarled and rolled on his back, gasping 


for air. “I’m gonna...fucking...kill you.” Managing 


to get to his feet, he bent over and spit bile 
onto the floor. “You fucker. Why couldn’t you... 
just stay...out of this?” His voice strangled he 
dropped his head. 

“You're just angry. We can get you some 
help,” Damon said through clenched teeth. 
“Angry? What the fuck would you know 

about angry, pre y boy?” As Tom li ed his 
head he smiled. 

And for the first me Damon wasn’t certain 
who the man was. As he sucked in his breath 
and then smiled Tom took a giant step forward. 
“Tom! Stop or l'Il shoot.” 

Hearing Sally Lou’s calm voice and the 

dis nct sound of a gun being cocked ,Damon 
sucked in his breath. As he swallowed hard he 
turned to stare at her wild-eyed look and 
cringed. “Sally Lou, don’t do this. We can get 
him some help. We can.” Hopping forward he 


longed to reach out to her but he almost lost 


his balance and had to grip the hall table to 
keep from toppling over. 

“Go on, pull the trigger. | have nothing to 

live for.” Tom’s strangled voice was filled with 
pain. He held his arms out and nodded. 
Damon could see the man’s resolu on of 

dying and in the next few seconds he wasn’t 
certain she wasn’t going to pull the trigger and 
end the madness for both of them. “Don’t.” 
Wavering back and forth on her feet she 
hissed as tears con nued to fall. “You won’t do 
this to me any longer. | loved you. |...” Her hand 
Shaking she almost lowered the gun. Instead 
she sniffed and took two steps forward. 
Holding out his hand Damon was certain 

Sally Lou was going to end the man’s life. 

“Get out, Tom. Get some help but don’t 

come here again. Next me | will shoot you. No 
man will ever threaten me again. Ever!” Her 


voice filled with anguish, she blinked furiously 


but stood strong. 

Tom looked back and forth between the two 
before dropping his head and backing out the 
door. 

They both waited un | they heard the roar 

of his engine and the spinning of res before 
saying anything. 

Damon inched forward and managed to grab 
one of the crutches. “Sally Lou. Are you okay?” 
As she slowly lowered the gun she placed 

her hand over her face and sobbed. “Damon!” 
He struggled to get to her and wasn’t sure 
even what to say but as he wrapped one arm 
around her, pulling her ghtly into the heat of 
his body he exhaled slowly. Turning his head 
toward the open door he watched as Tom 
raced down the driveway, dust flying, and 
swore to himself he’d never allow someone he 
cared about to get hurt again. “It’s going to be 


Okay.” 


“How the hell can it? He’s eaten up inside 
from his demons! | tried to get him some help. | 
tried to talk to him. |...” Gulping air Sally Lou 
coughed and wheezed as she clung to him, 
tears con nuing to fall. As she eased her head 
back and gazed into his eyes she shook her 
head. “What can | do?” 

“It’s going to be okay. We'll get him some 
help. l'II make sure of it. There are so many 
programs for vets and | know of a great 
program that can help Tom. It’s designed to 
ease the haun ng tortures of the way. | know 
he doesn’t have much money but they do this 
for free because of his service and...” Catching 
the look on her face Damon shivered. Who the 
hell was he trying to convince? 

“You're a good man.” Sally Lou cupped his 
face and brushed her thumb back and forth 
across his cheek. “You just don’t know it 


sometimes.” 


Kissing the top of her head he sighed. “Let’s 
get you into a chair and l'Il wait with you un | 
the Sheriff arrives.” 

“Thank you.” 

As he se led her into a chair he heard the 

siren and stood gazing out the window. “Are 
you going to press charges?” 

“No. | just want him to get some help.” 

Damon nodded and knew in his heart he was 
becoming just like Tom, bi er and filled with 
rage, and he was suddenly very terrified of the 
future. 

Damon le over two hours later and as he 
drove out of the driveway his heart ached. Sally 
Lou was strong and he knew she'd be okay but 
he wasn’t so certain about Tom. What had the 
man enduring during his service? As a li le 
voice played in the back of his mind he sucked 
in his breath and turned on the radio. He was 


petrified of the quiet. 


Heading back into town he was determined 

to hibernate in his cabin. As he passed by the 
doctor’s office he hesitated before turning into 
the adjacent parking lot. Maneuvering back 
onto the road he eased into the parking lot and 
glanced at his watch. He sat quietly thumbing 
the steering wheel as a country love song 
played on the radio and made his decision. It 
was 

me to be a man and the one he 

remembered. 

Lumbering out of the truck he walked inside 
the practice and smiled at the nurse. 

“Can | help you?” She asked as she smiled. 
“Yeah. I...l le something here. The doctor 

le an address for Damon Shade and | need 
to...1 need to set an appointment with the 
prosthesis specialist.” He smiled and for the 
first me since his return he knew he was doing 


the right thing. 


“No problem. | can help you with that.” 


Chapter Four 


Strumming his guitar Dusty sat on the porch 
and while he was freezing, the beauty of the 
late a ernoon sun was too hard to resist. 
Somehow he couldn't believe it had been two 
weeks since his arrival. Hell, he’d done more 
with the cabin than he thought possible and 
barely a week into the trip the crea ve juices 
started flowing. Oddly enough the songs were 
an upbeat mixture of country rock and God and 
Country and he liked the change. He was known 
for his crooning love songs but he’d go witha 
different sound right now. 

As he sang the latest piece he’d started the 
night before he concentrated on the glimmers 
of sun dancing across the trickling water and his 
thoughts shi ed to Damon. He’d thought about 
stopping and seeing the man, apologizing 


profusely, but he just had no idea what to say. 


The truth was he wasn’t sure what he could 
offer the man. At least his dreams about Drake 
had been subsiding. He took a long pull of his 
beer and sighed as he shook his head. There 
was nothing like this part of the country. In 
truth he was going to hate to go back. Even 
though he missed his band and friends the trip 
was more sa sfying than he could have ever 
imagined. 

Fiddling with the bo le label he wondered 

how Damon was doing. He’d heard through the 
grapevine about an issue with the waitress but 
he hadn’t wanted to pry. Dusty had also seen 
Damon’s truck on several occasions and every 
me he did he was le with a hunger burning 
deep within. Oddly enough he’d a empted to 
write a poignant piece about the man but just 
couldn’t find the right words. Inhaling deeply, 
the sharp chill of the air as the sun dipped 


behind the horizon reminded him he needed to 


stoke the fire. Maybe he’d go to Rascal’s. 

As he climbed to his feet he heard the 
rumblings of a truck and hesitated un | Jake’s 
pick-up came into view. Grinning, he stepped 
down onto the cobblestone sidewalk and 
waited un | the man exited his vehicle. 
“Coming to check up on me?” 

“Do you need checking up on?” Jake laughed 
as he closed the distance. He gazed up at the 
cabin and smiled. “You had any luck?” 

“Come and see. You’re going to be surprised. 
| think anyway.” 

“I didn’t mean with the cabin,” Jake said, a 
mischievous glint in his eyes. 

“That too. Come on. I'll grab you a beer.” 
Dusty grabbed his guitar and headed into the 
cabin. 

“You did all this? Shit! You have minions 
working at night with you?” Jake gasped as he 


turned in a full circle. 


Dusty chuckled as he set the guitar on its 
stand. “Just don’t sleep much. It’s been good 
work, more me and very healing. | am without a 
doubt amazed.” As he eyed his handy work he 
swelled with pride. This was the first me ina 
long 

me he felt damn good about doing 

something else. He could almost see himself as 
a carpenter. 

“All kidding aside, if you wanted a job you 

got one here.” Jake turned and shook his head. 
“Course that would mean giving up fame and 
fortune and hot guys and...” 

“Yeah right! Men | don’t need.” His voice 
trailing off he headed into the kitchen and 
grabbed two more beers. Popping the tops 
Dusty headed back into the living room. As he 
handed Jake a cold one he had to ask. “What 
happened with the waitress? Sally Lou right?” 


“Good memory. Boyfriend came back from 


the war and beat the crap out of her a few 
months ago. She threw him out of her life but a 
week ago or so he came back lookin’ for more. 
Thank God Damon was there or the guy might 
have beaten her to death. Tom’s a huge burly 
guy and full of anger. Poor guy hasn’t go ena 
grip since returning from the war. | don’t know. 
| thought about enlis ng years ago and | hate 
to say it but I’m kind of glad | didn’t.” 

“Shit! She okay?” 

Jake took a gulp of beer and nodded. “Yeah. 
Damon was really upset. | have to admit our 
brooding Damon was able to convince Tom to 
go into therapy. Surprised the hell out of a lot 
of us. Good for him though.” 

“That’s good.” Dusty looked toward the 
window. 

“Dusty, what happened the night a er 
Rascal’s? | know it’s none of my business, but | 


could tell there was a spark between you two 


and then he’s completely clammed up about 
the night.” 

“You saw the spark between our snarling or 

the edgy words?” Dusty couldn’t help but tease. 
“You're both hard headed as hell. Jesus! 

Look, I’ve known that man for my en re life. 
He’s a great friend and had a terrible break up 
so... Shit! He made all of us promise never to 
men on he was ever in a rela onship,” Jake 
groaned as he gulped his beer. 

“We've all had rela onships and you heard 

all about mine from Tim, | have no doubt. 
What’s the big deal?” 

“Long story and one I’m not going to tell. 
Damon is very private. He’s got a hell of a lot of 
demons to work through but he’s trying.” 

Dusty nodded. “I understand. | know he’s full 

of anger because of the war.” 

“Let’s just say not only because of the war or 


what he thinks happened but his en re life he’s 


struggled with so much. I’m very proud of him 
though. He’s trying to face things.” 

“Well, that’s good. He seems like a good 

man.” He had to change the subject. “Thinking 
about coming to Rascal’s tonight.” 

“I would say I’m going to come but in truth | 
have a date.” Grinning, Jake’s eyes shimmered. 
Before he had a chance to retort he could 

see a truck entering the clearing, “I’m popular 
tonight.” 

“Hmmm. Speak of the devil. | think lIl be 
going.” 

“Did you set this up again?” Dusty laughed. 
Jake pped his head. “I would love to see a 

good friend happy and while | might have 
introduced you two | learned a long me ago 

I’m not a good match maker and the hard way 
too. Not going down that road again but | can 
easily tell you’re interested. | have one piece of 


advice for you. Be honest with him. | shouldn’t 


have started the bit about Steve. Above 
everything he values honesty. If you like him 
and want to explore anything tell him the truth 
about you.” 

“Good advice.” 

Jake polished off his beer and carried the 

bo le into the kitchen. When he came back he 
placed his hands in his pockets and grinned. 
“But | do think you’d make a sexy couple.” 
Swallowing hard Dusty nodded and could 
easily see there was more to the story. “Funny. 
l'Il keep that in mind too.” He watched as 
Damon climbed out of the truck and resisted 
gasping. “That’s amazing.” 

“Oh yeah. | forgot to tell you Damon has 

been very busy this past couple of weeks. This 
is one reasons I’m proud of him,” Jake said as 
he nodded to Damon. “We all have things we 
hide behind and some mes it just takes a kick 


in the ass to get you moving in the right 


direc on.” Pa ng Dusty on the back he strolled 
down the fron t stairs and smiled at Damon. 
“You're out and about more now.” 

“The doc says | need to keep moving. S Il 

hurts like hell but the chaffing is easing. l'Il 
live,” Damon breathed as he turned to gaze 
toward Dusty. 

“Well you look be er. Not like the angry 

man | remembered a couple of weeks ago,” Jake 
teased. 

“Yeah, yeah. Shut the hell up and go on your 
date. Besides, | didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
Damon gazed down the length of Dusty and 
back up. “I just needed to say a few things to 
Steve.” 

Dusty opened his mouth the stop the lie and 
just couldn’t. Out of the corner of his eye he 
could see Jake’s contorted face. He'd tell 
Damon later but not just yet. He simply needed 


to hear what the man had to say. There was no 


doubt he was here for a reason. 

“That’s my cue,” Jake chortled as he raised 

his eyebrow. 

“Don’t do anything | wouldn’t do on your 
date,” Damon chuckled. 

Jake gave him the finger and then smiled. “l 
think my old friend is back. Glad to see it.” 
Dusty sniffed as they both stood watching 

Jake drive away. “I have to say I’m impressed as 
hell to see you with the new leg.” Instantly he 
could see the words weren’t taken as he’d 
intended. “I didn’t mean...” 

Damon held up his hand. “Don’t. | Know 

what you meant. I...” Sighing, he took a step 
forward. “Do you mind if | came in to talk fora 
few minutes? | won’t take up much time.” 

You can take all the me you want. The 

thought startling, Dusty could feel the heat rise 
in his cheeks. “Absolutely. Going to stoke the 


fire anyway. | heard there’s a cold front coming 


in.” 

“Might get snow in truth.” 

“Think I’d like to see some.” / think I'd like to 
curl up with you by the fire as the snow fell. The 
thought startling he could feel the heat rising 
up his cheeks. Looking away he shook his head. 
“Come on.” His heart racing Dusty led Damon 
inside and closed the door. “Make yourself 
comfortable.” As he grabbed two pieces of 
wood from the bin and tossed then on the fire 
he resisted staring at Damon. Somehow seeing 
him without his crutches truly gave him the 

i d e a of just how impressive the man was. 
Stealing several glances he could tell Damon 
was comfortable in his skin and while he was 

s Il ge ng used to the prosthe c Damon 

seemed more at ease. 

“I saw what the bastards did to the place 

and | have to tell you | could have hunted them 


down and ripped their heads off. This was such 


a wonderful place in its heyday. | don’t know 
how you did this in such a short period of me 
but thank you. | know Jake thanks you.” 
“Sound like you have a vested interest,” 

Dusty said quietly as he pushed the logs with a 
poker un | they crackled to life. As the flames 
grew he relished in the warmth and yet shivers 
con nued going up and down his spine. Licking 
his lips he wasn’t sure why the connec on 
between them was so strong. 

“Mind if | take off my coat?” 

“Of course not.” Finally turning to gaze at 
Damon, Dusty admired his sculpted form as his 
pulse raced. Brushing his hand through his hair 
he realized it was shaking. Dear God he had it 
bad for the man. 

“Well, Jake and | grew up together and this 

was his parent’s cabin. In reality, there were 
three more the family owned on the top of the 


mountain and they used to rent out the one 


I’m staying in and the other three and made a 
good living. Coming in winter and summer is 
amazing for folks from other parts of the 
country.” 

“That | can a est to,” Dusty said as he 
nodded. “Beer? Drink?” 

“How about coffee?” 

Dusty smiled. “Coffee it is. l'II show you the 
kitchen.” 

“This is almost as | remembered when I was 

a kid. Jake’s parents were so special and used 
to have Melissa, my sister, and | for dinner 

o en. We were like the four musketeers. When 
Melissa and | lost our parents in a car crash 
they were like surrogate parents to us. They 
became our temporary guardians un | | turned 
eighteen. l'Il never forget their kindness. | miss 
them terribly.” 

“What happened to Jake’s parents? | mean if 


you feel like you can tell me.” 


Several seconds went by. 

Damon shrugged and looked down, his lower 
lip quivering. When he spoke his voice was 
husky. “Fire swept the other three cabins. They 
were up there doing some maintenance work 
and the fireman couldn’t get to them in me. 
The damn thing was so hot it burned half the 
mountain. The land is still scarred too.” 

Dusty sucked in his breath and cursed. “I’m 

so sorry. | didn’t mean to pry.” He clenched his 
eyes shut as he poured water into the pot. 
“You didn’t pry. Jake and his brother and 
Melissa and | clung together and grew closer. 
Very close.” 

“Tragedy does that to you.” Dusty could hear 
a glitch in Damon’s voice. 

“Yeah, it does.” 

As he pressed the switch he turned slowly 

and folded his arms. “Is that why you became a 


smokejumper?” 


Damon nodded. “Now you know why it’s 
been so important to me. The team was away 
on a mission and tried to get back in me but 
couldn’t. | just didn’t want another family to 
hurt that way so I enrolled in the program the 
day after the funeral. | made it my mission.” 
“And now?” 

“I don’t know yet. They’ve offered me a 

posi on as trainer and coordinator but...” 
Damon sighed and looked away. 

“But it’s not macho enough or you don’t feel 
like it’s doing enough to save lives?” 

Grinding his teeth, Damon’s eyes flashed 
anger and then he smiled. “I think a li le of 
both.” 

“But you would be helping. They need 
trainers who have been inside deep and not 
just textbook training. Books can’t tell you 
about the beast that lives and breathes inside a 


fire. Books can’t adequately describe the way a 


fire feels licking against your skin or the heat 
and smoke that wraps around you smothering 
everything in sight. That’s where you'd be 
fabulous.” Surprised at the angst in his voice he 
hadn’t thought about the single fire he’d been 
close to in a full decade. 

Damon folded his arms. “If you speak of the 
beast then you've either been a firefighter, 
been involved with one or experienced a fire. 
l'm guessing you were in the middle of one.” 
“Then you'd be right. Nothing like what 

you've had to deal with but a fire at a club | 
was...” Stopping short he knew if he said the 
words he’d be caught in a lie. “A fire at a club. It 
was awful. People were trampled to death. 
Started because of some pyrotechnics that a 
stagehand put together. A lot of people died. | 
was lucky to get out with just smoke inhala on 
and | couldn’t save anyone. | ran.” 


“That’s more than understandable. It’s called 


instinct to survive.” 

Dusty 

shook 

his 

head. 

“You 

don’t 

understand. The owners locked some of the 
doors to keep out junkies and other riff raff. 
The fucker chained the doors.” Remembering 
the screaming and commo on gave him an 
instant headache. S a d | y, Dusty had almost 
given up his career. He closed his eyes and 
willed the visions away. 

“What?” 

“Can you believe it? The damn city was to 

the day doing their inspec ons so when the fire 
Marshalls were coming around he’d unchain 
them. The accident was a huge black mark for 


the town. Fi y people lost their lives in the 


"m 


fire. 
“Accident? That’s murder,” Damon hissed. “I 
hope the asshole was charged.” 

“Fi y counts of involuntary manslaughter as 

well as other charges. | have no idea what 
happened to him though. | heard he did go to 
prison but | couldn’t stand keeping up with the 
case.” 

“At least they prosecuted.” 

They remained quiet for several minutes. 

“I owe you an apology,” Damon said as he 
tipped his head to look at Dusty. 

“What? Why?” Surprised as hell Dusty could 

tell how serious the man was. 

“I wasn’t always the jerk off guy. | was happy 
for a while and | just lost a part of my humanity 
when I lost my leg. So | took out my anger 
lashing out at anyone and everyone who gave a 
shit. | was finally reminded that | was ona 


one-way road to hell. Don’t get me wrong, Is Il 


have demons but I can see them and | want to 
work through them.” 

Dusty smiled and inched closer. “This 

because of what happened to Sally Lou?” 
“News 

travels 

fast.” Damon 

seemed 

surprised and nodded. “Partly. When | saw her 
boyfriend and the look on his face | almost lost 
it. Tom was sweet and loving. You know the 

k ind of man you could trust with your life 
forever and he was just... | think he was close to 
being out of his mind.” 

“The war can do that to you and no, | don’t 
and can’t imagine what you’ve gone through 
but I can tell you you’re a stronger man for 
having served our country.” 

“Said like a true patriot.” 


“Said like a man who respects freedom and 


our way of living.” 

Damon sniffed and kept his eyes locked onto 
Dusty. “I think | completely misjudged you.” 
“And | pegged you for an ass.” 

Burs ng into laughter Damon slapped the 
counter. “Then you were right on the money.” 
As the coffee finished brewing Dusty inhaled 
the scent and gazed out the window. “I’m glad 
to get to talk to you because what happened 
the other night was just...” 

“I know. It shouldn’t have happened.” 

“That’s not what | was going to Say.” 

“Then what were you going to say?” The 
timbre of Damon’s voice dropped. 

Taking a chance Dusty moved closer. “I was 
going to say I’d like to get to know you be er. | 
mean if you'd like and...” Unsure of what to say 
he groaned. “I’m not good at this.” 

“I think you’re doing just fine and I'd like 


that. | really would.” 


“I know I’m only going to be here for a 

couple more weeks but | would s Il like to have 
you as a friend. Why don’t you stay for dinner? 
I’m no chef but | make a mean steak.” Dusty 
could tell Damon wasn’t sure. He closed the 
distance un | he stood a foot away. “It’s just 
dinner.” 

Exhaling slowly Dusty nodded. “Dinner | can 
handle.” 

They talked easily through dinner about 
anything and everything that wasn’t personal 
and when they'd finished and cleaned up the 
table they both sat in front of the fireplace 
drinking brandy. Both men remained quiet as 
they gazed into the fire. 

For 

some 

reason 

Dusty 


felt 


more 
comfortable with the man than he had been 
around anyone for a long me. Perhaps he was 
healing but in truth he liked the guy. Damon 
might be rough around the edges but he had an 
amazing wit. Sighing, he rubbed his eyes and 
thought about Drake. 

“Who was he?” Damon asked quietly. 

“Who?” Li ing his head Dusty scanned 

Damon’s face. In the man’s eyes he only saw 
compassion. 

“The man who tried to crush your soul.” 

Dusty snorted as he swirled the p of his 

thumb around the rim of his sni er. “I thought 
the love of my life.” 

“Mmmm... | know how that goes.” 

“We've all had one of those. This one caught 
me off guard. | don’t know. | really cared about 
Drake.” 


“Do you mind if | asked what happened?” 


Damon asked as he moved to sit on the edge of 
the hearth. 

“You don’t want to hear my sad tale.” 
Shrugging, he nodded. “Maybe | do.” 

Dusty gazed into Damon’s eyes for several 
seconds and for the first me wanted to talk 
about the truth of what happened. “We were 
happy together or so | thought. Drake was 
everything to me - my best friend and lover. 
We even talked about trying to make it legal. 
We knew New York was talking about legalizing 
marriage and we even planned a wedding. 
Everything was wonderful between us. He had a 
great job and we shared a house. Then 
somehow it all fell apart.” 

“Drake wanted out?” 

“In no uncertain terms.” Dusty remembered 
the night like the damning event had happened 
merely a few weeks before. “I was working late 


and when I can home I found him in our bed 


with our best friend and a married man to 
boot. | wasn’t sure which shocked me more. | 
know this isn’t anything new but for me | 
couldn’t have been anymore surprised. We 
weren’t arguing. Our sex life was wonderful. We 
had a great set of friends and support and we 
didn’t have any money issues.” Dusty took a 
gulp of his brandy, relishing in the burn sliding 
down the back of his throat. 

Damon shi ed as he inhaled deeply. “Let me 
guess, he told you that you should have seen it 
coming. Right?” 

Turning his head he nodded. “You too?” 

“Well in my case the nasty ending was more 
like he grew red of taking the back seat to my 
career. When | enlisted he was livid and that’s 
when things really got ugly and | do mean ugly. 
We fought and the day he knocked me through 
a plate glass door | pre y much had enough. 


Boarded the plan for Afghanistan the next day 


and haven't seen him since.” 

“Wow. I’m so sorry. No wonder you’re 

bi er.” Dusty remembered the way Drake 
looked at him like he was nothing. That was 
probably what had hurt the worst. “He wasn’t 
even embarrassed. Drake simply removed his 
dick from Mark’s ass and walked naked into the 
kitchen to get a drink.” 

“Was he drunk?” 

Dusty shook his head and rubbed his eyes. 
“Nope. He said he was simply bored with me 
and had dropped hints. The whole mess was a 
real blow.” 

“What did you do?” 

“Allowed him to live in the house for two 
weeks un | he found a place and acted like | 
didn’t give a shit. Then the second he closed 
the door | crawled into a bo le and stayed for 

a good two weeks. When | emerged | closed off 


that portion or so | thought.” 


“That’s who you were singing about the 
other night, wasn’t it?” 

Dusty dropped his head. “Yeah. | guess | 
never stopped loving him.” 

“I understand. You Know, y ou’re an 
incredible singer.” Rising to his feet Damon 
moved toward the guitar and stood gazing 
down at the instrument. “Always wanted to 
play but there’s not a musical bone in my 
body.” 

“|I admit the guitar gets me through the 
emotional times.” 

“Would you consider playing something for 
me?” Damon smiled as he stole a glance over 
his shoulder. 

“I’m not that good.” Why he was con nuing 
the lie he wasn’t certain other than fear of 
pushing the man out of his life. 

“That’s okay. I’d like to hear you. Maybe it’s 


time for you to move on.” 


“Maybe.” Swirling the drink in his glass Dusty 
too another gulp before easing it down on the 
hearth. As he stood slowly he thought about 
Drake one last me before mentally placing the 
en re rela onship in a big black box and 
Snapping the lock. Swallowing hard he moved 
s |o w Iy toward Damon wrapped his hand 
around the guitar. When their fingers touched 
he sucked in his breath. As he wrapped the 
strap around his neck he closed his eyes and 
suddenly a song seemed to burst from his 
heart. 

Dusty strummed the guitar easily and 
hearing the sweet song of undying love and 
devo on seemed to s Il his ba ered soul. The 
piece had a life of its own and chills swept 
though his body. When he was finished he 
slowly opened his eyes and could see tears 
mis ng from Damon ’s. As he set the guitar 


down he realized who he’d wri en the piece 


for and it scared the hell out of him. Could he 
learn to love again? 

“That was beau ful. Just beau ful. |...” 

Sighing, Damon looked away and sniffed. “What 
is the name of that?” 

“Like a River.” The tle came easily. His voice 
strangled he brushed his shaking hand through 
his hair. 

“Original?” 

“Uh-huh.” Why was he having such a damn 
difficult time? 

“Beautiful and Drake is a fool.” 

Dusty slowly li ed his head. “The piece 

wasn’t wri en for Drake. | just created it.” He 
couldn’t gauge Damon’s reac on at all. As a 
quiet tension filled the room he realized he’d 
make a mistake. Damn it he was too forward. 
“l,..that’s...beautiful. I’ve always wanted to 
play guitar but never thought | had much to 


offer the world. You know?” 


“You know | have no doubt you’d be a 
wonderful musician. | can tell.” There was 
something magical happening between them 
and he wanted to say so many things. He 
wanted to say the right thing and while he 
Should know the perfect words he was a 
songwriter and not the best at relationships. 

“I don’t know but thanks.” Damon gulped 

the rest of his drink and placed the glass on the 
end table. Dar ng a quick glance in Dusty’s 
direc on he turned slightly. “It’s ge ng late. | 
should be going.” 

“I understand.” Clenching his fists Dusty 
exhaled slowly and tried to figure out what to 
do. He knew if he allowed Damon to walk out 
the door it would be the last me he every saw 
him again. Opening his mouth, no words came 
out. He groaned inwardly and looked away. 
“Thanks for dinner.” Damon moved toward 


the door, his gait a p p ea rin g shaky from 


exhaus on, and grabbed his coat. Or was his 
reaction from something else? 

Struggling with a decision that could change 
so many things, he allowed Damon to move out 
onto the porch before he closed the distance. 
“Don’t go. Please.” 

“Why?” Damon asked without turning 

around. 

“Because | don’t want you to.” 

“What do you want?” 

That was the ques on and suddenly he 

knew what he wanted more than anything. “l 
want you to stay the night. With me.” While his 
words faded off at the end they were full of 
conviction. 

Cocking his head Damon inhaled deeply. “| 
can’t offer you anything but my body.” 

“I’m not asking for anything else.” 

He swallowed hard and turned around, his 


eyes dar ng back and forth across Dusty’s. “Are 


you sure?” 

“More than sure.” 

Damon kept his eyes locked onto Dusty’s as 

he moved back inside and closed the door. 
Dropping his coat he leaned back against the 
door and closed his eyes. “I don’t think this is 
such a good idea.” 

“Probably not.” But as Dusty eased forward 

and slid the flat of his hand down the length of 
Damon’s arm, intertwining their fingers he 
knew this was exactly what he wanted. Tugging 
him further into the living room Dusty licked his 
lips and wrapped his arm around Damon’s 
waist, pulling him into the heat of his body. As 
he gave Damon a chance to back away he could 
see hunger growing in the man’s eyes as his 
lower lip quivered. Leaning forward he captured 
Damon’s mouth, dar ng his tongue just inside, 
tasting the man’s sweet essence. 


Damon moaned into the kiss and eased his 


arm around to Dusty’s back, rubbing up and 
down. Finally cupping Dusty’s ass, he kneaded 
and caressed as the kiss grew more manic. 
Electric current erupted between them and 

as Dusty ground his hips back and forth across 
Damon’s he closed his eyes and shivered from 
the fric on between them. As the wa ing scent 
of their sex floated between them he realized 
he was as turned on as he’d ever been. Guiding 
Damon further into the room he broke the kiss 
long enough to nip the man’s lover lip before 
tracing a lazy circle around Damon’s lips. He 
inhaled 

Damon's 

musky 

fragrance 

and 

shuddered, his cock twitching un | he ached 
with need. 


Grun ng, Damon pushed him back and 


studied his face, finally smiling as he leaned 
down and licked from the p of Dusty’s earlobe 
down to the side of his neck, nipping the tender 
flesh. He brushed his fingers down the center of 
Dusty’s chest, flicking his finger back and forth 
across his cloth-covered nipple before easing 
back and licking his lips. “You feel damn good. | 
love the feel of your beard.” 

Dusty swallowed hard as a series of shivers 
skated down his spine and he placed his hand 
over Damon’s and eased both down to his cock, 
forcing Damon to squeeze his throbbing 

erec on. “Ooohhh...it’s been too long” His voice 
barely audible he blinked furiously as his balls 
swelled. 

Damon chuckled darkly and con nued 

stroking Dusty’s cock as he brushed his lips 
across Dusty’s. Taking his other hand he moved 
it up to Dusty’s long curls, wrapping his fingers 


around the strands. He tugged Dusty’s head 


back exposing his neck and bent to lick up and 
down the length. 

The moment so in mate, Dusty exhaled 

slowly and closed his eyes. As Damon’s hand 
con nued to caress and squeeze his sha his 
heart raced as blood pumped in his system. He 
reached out and pressed his hand between 
Damon’s legs, stroking up un | a strangled hiss 
was his reward. “What do you want?” 

“I want you to suck me,” Damon breathed as 
he released his hold and took a step back from 
the man. Blazing a heated trail down the length 
of Dusty and back up, he narrowed his eyes. 
“And then | want to fuck you.” 

The words sending a series of shivers 

coursing through his body, Dusty tugged his 
shirt from his pants and drew the dense 
material over his shoulders, tossing it to the 
floor. Kicking off his shoes he smiled and 


brushed the ps of his fingers back and forth 


across his nipple in a brazen tease. He could 
easily tell how turned on Damon was by the 
feral look riding his face. “You sure?” 

Tipping his head back Damon snarled before 
giving Dusty a dangerous look. “Oh yeah.” He 
slowly unfastened the bu ons on his shirt and 
slid the material off his shoulders. As it slid to 
the floor he pursed his lips and stood quietly 
watching Dusty’s ac ons. Finally snor ng he 
beckoned the man with a single finger. “Now.” 
Dusty inched forward, his eyes never leaving 
his lovers, and dropped to his knees. There was 
something so powerful about what was going 
to happen that he could barely breath from the 
excitement surging through his body. He 
wanted Damon so damn bad he was willing to 
do almost anything the man asked. As he gazed 
up at the man he slid his hands between 
Damon’s legs. 


Damon hissed as Dusty touched his 


prosthe c and moved his hand on top of 
Dusty’s head. 

“Do you want me to stop?” 

“No.” 

“Good.” Sliding his hands up the inside of 
Damon's thighs he pressed his face into the 
man’s groin and inhaled the masculine scent. 
Instantly his cock pushed hard against the ght 
confines of his jeans and he was in near agony. 
“Oh...” Swallowing hard Dusty fumbled with 
Damon’s bu on fly forcing a laugh to erupt 
from Damon’s mouth. 

“You need help?” 

“Very funny,” Dusty groaned as he pped his 
head back and gave Damon a mischievous look 
as he unzipped the zipper. Peeling back the 
ght material he was almost surprised the man 
went commando. “Mmmm...” He held up his 
hand and rubbed his fingers back and forth 


across Damon’s ght stomach marveling at the 


six-pack abs before grazing them down to the 
edge of his pubic hair. Twirling his fingers in the 
tight curls he sighed. 

“If you con nue to tease me | won't be 

gentle.” His voice nothing but a sensual husky 
Damon brushed his fingers through Dusty’s hair 
before wrapping them around a handful and 
tugging Dusty’s head back to gaze into his eyes. 
“I want your mouth wrapped around my dick.” 
Somehow Dusty knew the brazen words 

were a command and as they seemed to accept 
their respec ve roles his heart flu ered. This 

was completely different than any rela onship 

h e had experienced before. Even Drake’s 
domina on was something playful and this 

man wanted full control. Obeying, he eased 
Damon’s cock from the 

ght confines and 

sucked in his breath. “Sweet Jesus.” Seeing the 


man’s muscle the other night in his inebriated 


state hadn’t allowed him to see the beauty of 
his dick. While Drake’s sha had been long, 
Damon’s was thick and meaty, the p already 
engorged with blood. 

“Ooohhhh...you keep that kind of reac on 

and | might never let you leave.” 

He wrapped his hand around the base of 
Damon's cock, relishing in the way the muscle 
felt in his hand before dar ng his tongue out. 
He swirled the p around Damon’s cockhead 
enjoying the taste. With his other hand he 
cupped the man’s balls and rolled the so sac 
between his fingers. 

Damon ju ed his hips forward and growled 

as he kept his hold on Dusty’s hair. “Suck me.” 
Taking the en re p in his mouth , Dusty 

used his strong jaw muscles to suck as he 
squeezed Damon’s balls un | Damon grunted 
and tossed his head back. As he stroked the 


base of Damon’s cock, sliding his hand up and 


down roughly he relaxed his throat and took 
his sha further into his mouth. Taking him 

down an inch at a me he used a combina on 

of his mouth and fingers pumping savagely. His 
heart racing he took Damon’s muscle deeper 
until the tip hit the back of his mouth. 

“Oh yeah!” Wrapping both hands around the 
sides of Dusty’s head he began driving into his 
mouth in slow, d eliberate thrusts. “Damn, your 
mouth is so fucking hot.” 

His body shaking, he raked his nails down 

the sensi ve underside as he drew Damon’s 
sha all the way out and dragged the p over 

his slit. Instantly drops of pre-cum beaded 
across the surface. “Mmm...” Dusty tasted the 
sweet cream and sighed. He licked up and down 
the man’s sha before taking first one and then 
the other ball into his mouth, sucking and 
licking. 


“God. You’re going to make me cum.” Damon 


clenched his eyes shut and panted, the 
strangled sound floating into the dense space. 
Emi ng a low hiss Dusty grazed his teeth 

along the surface of his cock moving up un I he 
engulfed must the head, sucking with enough 
pressure Damon's legs almost buckled. He took 
him halfway down and stopped as he stroked 
the base. 

“Fuck!” Damon snarled as he started fucking 
Dusty’s mouth, taking full control. In and out he 
pushed his sha forcing Dusty to take more and 
more of the length un | his balls were slapping 
against the underside of his chin. Harder and 
faster he plunged un | he emi ed a strangled 
cry. “Nnnoooo! | need...to...fuck...you.” 

But Dusty didn’t want to let go. He kept his 
hand clamped around the base like a ght vice 
and sucked harder, enjoying the way the man’s 
body reacted to every lick and every touch. 


Damon exhaled slowly before dropping his 


head. “I said no.” Pushing Dusty back gently at 
first, he repeated the move un | the force 
tumbled Dusty back onto his haunches. “I want 
to be inside your tight little ass.” 

Smiling, Dusty wiped his hand over his 

mouth and stood on shaky legs. “Come to bed 
with me.” As the man nodded Dusty led them 
both back into the bedroom. The full moon 
swept a shimmering light throughout the room 
giving the en re space an eerie glow. As he 
watched Damon slowly undress he removed his 
clothes and admired the man as he licked 
around the rim of his mouth. The taste of 
Damon's 

cum 

remained 

like 

a 

heady 


aphrodisiac and he was growing hungrier by the 


minute. 

As Damon removed his jeans he sighed and 
dropped his gaze to the fake leg before li ing 
his head to gaze into Dusty’s eyes. 

It was somehow a defining moment and 
Dusty wanted to make sure Damon knew his 
condi on simply didn’t ma er. He closed the 
distance and wrapped both arms around 
Damon, pulling him into a heated kiss. Their 
tongues entwining, he held Damon 

ghtly 

against his body and could feel the hard 
thumping of their combined hearts. When he 
broke the kiss he slowly turned Damon and sat 
him down gently on the bed before kneeling 
down. His eyes never leaving Damon’s he 
figured out how to remove the prosthe c and 
yet his fingers were shaking. 

“Don’t,” Damon hissed as he pressed his 


hand over Dusty’s. “I...” 


Placing his finger over Damon’s mouth Dusty 
shook his head. “Please. Trust me.” 

Opening and closing his mouth Damon 

finally nodded. “For some reason | do.” 

Very deliberately Dusty removed the piece 

and placed the leg carefully on the floor beside 
the bed, his eyes never leave Damon’s. Taking 
both hands he rubbed Damon’s foot, massaging 
Slowly as he pressed a Series of kisses across his 
knee. Every move calculated he eased his hands 
up kneading and caressing un | he reached the 
inner part of Damon’s thigh. His breath ragged 
he leaned over and kissed Damon’s nipple, 
flicking his tongue back and forth un | the bud 
became rock hard. Repea ng the move on the 
other he could hear Damon’s breath becoming 
strangled. 

“Steve,” Damon breathed as he brushed his 
hand through Dusty’s hair. 


Sighing, Dusty con nued caressing Damon's 


leg as he licked down the center of his chest to 
his stomach. Breathing in his rich scent he 
nipped his flesh before switching his hands to 
the other leg. As he eased back Damon placed 
his hands behind him on the bed, his fingers 
digging into the comforter. 

“I didn’t know my leg would affect me this 

way during...| mean with... Shit! | don’t know 
what | mean.” 

Refusing to say anything he simply continued 
touching and stroking, moving further down 
until he reached the stump. Even in the dim 
ligh ng he could see the scars crisscrossing the 
man’s dark skin. As he thought about how 
difficult the situa on must be , he blinked away 
tears and brushed the p of his finger once 
across the scarred flesh. 

“Fuck!” Damon hissed as his body shook. 
“Does that hurt?” 


“No...it’s...it...no,” he whispered. 


Dusty repeated the move and as he heard 
Damon’s breathing calm, he added a second 
and then third finger. “You’re so damn 
handsome. Everything about you is incredible. | 
want nothing more than to become your lover.” 
The words somehow surprised both of them 
and as he saw the haunted look in Damon’s eye 
change he leaned over and licked the wounds, 
Sliding his tongue around in lazy circles. 
“Ooohhh!” Damon growled and ripped at 

the bedding as he shook his head over and 
over. “You...don’t know...how you make me... 
feel.” 

“How do I?” Dusty breathed as he allowed 

his hot breath to skate across the injury. 
“Like...like a man.” 

Dar ng a quick look at Damon, Dusty could 

see tears brimming in his eyes. He continued his 
gentle touches until his heart raced. 


“Please come be with me. | want to show 


you how you make me feel.” 

Dusty swallowed hard and nodded as he 
stood. 

Damon crawled back on the bed and lay 

down on his side, beckoning for Dusty to join 
him. “Please.” 

As Dusty moved onto the comforter he 
touched and caressed Damon’s arm un | he 
was nuzzled nose to nose with the man. He 
licked around Damon’s mouth as he rubbed up 
and down the length of Damon’s arm un | they 
both shivered. “How do you want me?” 
“Mmm... Now that’s a ques on. Anyway and 
every way | can get you. First me on your back 
and spread your legs.” 

The playful side returning Dusty obeyed 
instantly, rolling on his back and spreading his 
legs wide open. It was Damon’s time to play. 
Damon rose onto his knees and winced 


before shaking his head, as if shaking away the 


pain, before placing his arms on either side of 
Dusty, palming the bedding. Lowering his head 
he emi ed a low growl and brushed his lips 
across Dusty’s forehead, licking a line down to 
his nose. As he pressed a series of kisses across 
the bridge of his nose and down to his lips he 
licked around the edge of Dusty’s mouth and 
darted his tongue just inside. “You taste so 
damn sweet.” The voice nothing more than a 
husky whisper, Damon chuckled darkly and 
con nued his explora on, tas ng and nipping 

as he hovered over Dusty’s body. 

Dusty’s heart thumped in his chest as he 
cock ju ed out, begging for relief. While he 
longed to stroke his own sha he knew this 

man needed to be completely in control. He 
closed his eyes and allowed Damon his every 
desire. 

Damon con nued his quest licking across 


Dusty’s heated skin. Sucking on first one and 


then the other nipple, he bit down un | Dusty 
cried out. “I would love to teach you the ways 
of true pain and pleasure.” 

While the thought scin llated his every 

nerve ending Dusty shuddered. There was 
something so powerful about the man who was 
becoming his lover. 

“Very tasty.” Going down further Damon 
dipped his head and darted a series of licks 
down the length of Dusty’s sha and back up 
before breathing across Dusty’s belly. Repea ng 
the move he swirled his tongue over his 
cockhead un I Dusty’s cock throbbed and 
pulsed. 

“God. | want you to suck me.” 

“In me.” Licking across the sensi ve slit he 
moved back to watch Dusty’s reac on before 
ragging his tongue down the man’s dick to his 
balls. Licking a circle around both, he nuzzled 


Dusty’s cock aside un | he was able to take his 


seed sac into his mouth and roll the tender 
flesh in and out. 

“Oh God...oh...” Jerking up from the bed a 
series of hot sensa ons rushed through his 
body leaving him breathless. 

Damon took his cockhead into his mouth 

and sucked as he con nued swirling his tongue 
around. Taking him down an inch at a me he 
held his stance until Dusty growled. 

“Dear God don’t stop. I...oh...” Pan ng, Dusty 
gripped the bedding, nearly yanking the 
comforter up from the bed as the man 

con nued to suck with an almost vice like grip. 
Sweet Lord he felt like he was being milked. His 
balls almost instantly filled with cum as Damon 
con nued his path taking him down an inch at 
me un | he mouth was nestled against his 
stomach. 

Damon slid his mouth all the way up Dusty’s 


dick until just the tip was inside before going up 


and down the length of his shaft un | the p 

hit the back of his mouth over and over again. 
In and out he took Dusty’s cock, every move 
aggressive and hungry. 

The sounds of sex permeated the quiet 

Space and as Dusty tossed his head back and 
forth he finally grabbed Damon’s head and held 
both sides as he li ed his hips to meet every 
hard thrust with one of his own. As the moves 
became more savage, Dusty could barely focus 
as a series of bright lights swirled around his 
field of vision. Pan ng and groaning, he knew 
he wasn’t going to be able to hold back his 
climax for long. 

Damon sucked harder and faster, his mouth 
clamping around the thick muscle as Dusty 
wiggled and struggled to hold his head in place. 
A moment of sheer bliss thrashed through 

his system and as the orgasm raced from his 


toes up his legs, filling his anguished balls, he 


jerked all the way up from the bed and gasped 
just seconds before he exploded in Damon’s 
mouth. “Aaaahhhh!” A wave of pleasure 
washed over his body as the climax con nued, 
sending wave a er wave of current dancing 
down his spine. “Oh...ohohoh...” 

Damon con nued sucking, taking every drop 
of Dusty’s cream as he ghtened his mouth’s 
grip around Dusty’s shaft. 

On fire and out of control he held Damon’s 
head in place as his blood sizzled and a keening 
howl pulsed past his lips. “Ffffuuuuccckkkk!” 
Minutes later Damon finally released his 

hold and eased back, sliding the back of his 
hand over his mouth. “God you taste so damn 
good.” 

Laughing and pan ng Dusty blinked furiously 
as he tried to calm his breathing. “And...you 
are...amazing.” 


Issuing a series of growls, Damon pressed 


Dusty’s legs back and snarled. “Now it’s my time 
for pleasure. Slipping two fingers into his 
mouth, he moved them between the crack of 
Dusty’s ass, drawing a line up and down. He 
rimmed Dusty’s dark hole and sighed. “Going to 
be damn good to be inside of you.” Slipping his 
fingers just inside he flexed them open and 
pushed until he hit the tight ring. 

Dusty swallowed hard and sighed in pleasure 
as Damon eased further inside and a flash of 
pain coursed through his body. Sucking in his 
breath he closed his eyes as Damon pushed 
further un | a combina on of pain and 

pleasure became a powerful aphrodisiac. God 
have mercy this was so damn good. He smiled 
and licked his lips as he opened his legs wider 
in a brazen offering of his sex and perhaps his 
very soul. 

In and out Damon thrust his fingers and he 


growled. Adding a third finger he con nued his 


manic ac ons un | he grew too hungry to wait. 
“Time to fuck you hard.” Sliding his cock up and 
down the crack of Dusty’s ass he purred and 
eased the p just inside Dusty’s dark cavern. 
Posi oning his hands on either side of Dusty he 
dropped his head and nipped both nipples. “l 
hope you like it hard and rough.” 

“Oh fuck yes!” 

Impaling Dusty’s ass in one long, hard drive 
Damon threw his head back and roared. 
“Yyyyyeeeeesss!” He held the stance as his cock 
swelled, filling Dusty’s ass. 

Rapture and anguish rushed through him in 

a 

wondrous 

dichotomy 

leaving 

Dusty 

breathless. “Ooohhh...I...” Unable to speak, he 


licked his dry lips as his ass muscles clenched 


around the tight invasion. 

In and out Damon plunged into his ass, the 
force driving Dusty’s body hard into the 
bedding un I the iron headboard began 
thumping against the wall. The mixing sound of 
their fucking and the scraping of the bed wafted 
into the dense air. 

Dusty had never felt so alive as a series of 
white-hot bolts coursed through the en re 
length of his body. He tossed his head back and 
forth as he jerked up from the bed trying to 
meet every savage thrust. Pan ng, he almost 
screamed with the p of Damon’s cock grazed 
back and forth across his prostate. This was the 
most powerful moment of sex he’d ever had. 
“Oh yeah...you are...damn 

ght,” Damon 

growled as he con nued his manic thrusts, 
driving harder and deeper as sweat rolled down 


his face and sca ered salty beads across 


Dusty’s chest. Snarling and moaning, his arms 
begin to quiver. 

Every cell in Dusty’s body was alive and on 

fire and as his cock twitched he knew he wasn’t 
going to be able to take much more. 

Damon clenched his hands around the 
comforter as his legs began to shake 
involuntarily. “I...can’t...hold it!” 

Dusty li ed his legs back further switching 

the angle and instantly Damon pped his head 
back and roared. 

“Fuck! Yyyyyeeeesss!” Erup ng deep inside 
Dusty’s ass, he con nued his prac ced moves 
un | his arms finally gave out. Dropping his 
body on top of Dusty’s he moaned, his breath 
coming in scattered pants. 

Wrapping his legs around Damon’s waist 

Dusty nuzzled into him as he wrapped his arms 
around Damon’s neck, holding him as ghtly 


into his body as he could manage. As he tried 


to control his breathing he listened to the 
sounds of their combined hearts and closed his 
eyes. Perhaps he could learn to love again a er 
all. 

Minutes later Damon li ed up and captured 
Dusty’s mouth allowing the kiss to be a sweet 
reminder of their moment of passion. When he 
rolled off and onto his back he pressed his 
hand over his mouth and laughed softly. 

“That was...incredible,” Dusty breathed. 

“That was freeing.” 

“I’m so glad.” 

Damon turned his head and sighed. “But I’m 


not sure | ever want to do that again.” 


Chapter Five 


Damon grunted as he shi ed his body and 

tried to open his eyes. As he stretched out his 
arm, his hand brushed against something warm 
and suddenly he remembered. He’d spent the 
night with Steve. He thought about his words. 
Could he do this again? Hmmm... Grinning, he 
licked his dry lips and finally managed to open 
his eyes. The sounds of Steve’s even breathing 
gave allowed him a few minutes to reflect on 
the night. In truth even being with Parker had 
never felt this good. The moment his thought 
about his ex-lover he sighed and turned his 
head to gaze at the sleeping beauty. 

Dear God the man was gorgeous. From his 
tussled hair to his long eyelashes and the 
closely cropped beard. Steve’s face was almost 
angelic in his sleep and yet every feature was 


rugged. Taking the p of a single finger he 


grazed it across Steve’s shoulder as he inhaled 
the scent of the man. His cock was already 
awake and hungry for more and as he smiled 
and licked his lips a series of tremors eased 
down his back and this me he knew it was 

from joy. Shaking his head he slowly eased the 
sheet down exposing Steve’s carved chest and 
the edge of his dark pubic hair. This man he 
could wake up to every day. The thought 
startling he almost moaned but he knew he 
wanted more. Much more. 

Exhaling, he con nued his explora on 

Sliding his finger down the length of Steve’s arm 
to his chiseled hand and long fingers. Damon's 
dick twitched as he grazed his finger back up 
and then across the man’s chest, encircling first 
one nipple and then the other. 

“Mmm...” Steve shi ed and kicked his leg 
forcing the sheet to move down between his 


legs. 


Even the sight of Steve’s so sha was 

enough to cause a short whimper to escape 
past his lips. Unable to resist he leaned over 
and flicked the p of his tongue back and forth 
across Steve’s nipples un I he could hear a 
change in the man’s breathing. He leaned on 
his elbow and reached over to lick and nip the 
other before easing his hand down Steve’s flat 
stomach to the so hairs. Twirling his fingers in 
the dark patch he stole a glance at his lover’s 
face and sighed. Damon closed his eyes and 
licked across the seam of Steve’s mouth as he 
lowered his hand and stroked Steve’s cock 
lightly. 

“Mmm...” he moaned and opened his 
mouth. 

Damon took the opportunity to dart his 
tongue past his lover’s mouth and was 
Surprised when Steve’s arm wrapped around 


his neck and pulled Damon down for a 


passionate kiss, crushing Damon’s mouth. His 
heart racing he allowed Steve to take control 
and fell into their in mate shared moment 

un | the kiss became a savage need building 
between them. As he blinked furiously a series 
of bright colors flashed across his field of vision 
and he was suddenly breathless. 

When Steve finally broke the kiss he growled 
and licked down to Damon’s chin, bi ng down 
on the tender flesh. Chuckling, he pushed 
Damon back gently and smiled as his eyes 
darted back and forth across Damon’s. “Now 
that’s a wonderful way to wake a guy.” 

“You ought to see me when l'm really in the 
mood.” Damon couldn’t help but tease. He 
swirled his fingers around the p of the man’s 
sha un | the man grew rock hard. “Seems like 
you're hungry.” 

“Yeah but not for food.” 


“Mmm...tempting.” 


Steve opened his legs wide as he placed his 
arms behind his head. “You can take all you 
want.” 

“What if | want?” Damon teased. He hovered 
his hand over Steve’s sha not touching as his 
eyes twinkled. Hell, he hadn’t felt this damn 
playful in years. 

“Hmmm... Good ques on. What do you 
want?” Li ing his hand he brushed the ps of 
his fingers down the side of Damon’s face. 
The touch was so tender that Damon sucked 
in his breath. Unsure of what to say he simply 
remained frozen and allowed Steve to touch 
and stroke his face and neck, his eyes never 
leaving Damon’s. “Want?” His voice nothing 
more than a whisper he could tell his blood was 
pumping wildly in his body sending shivers 
down his spine. “Everything.” 

As Steve narrowed his eyes and inhaled he 


eased his hand down Damon's chest, kneading 


his skin un | he reached Damon’s sha . With 
prac ced moves he stroked down the length of 
Damon’s cock un | he reached the man’s balls. 
Cupping and squeezing un | Damon hissed a 
wry smile curled on the corner of his mouth. 
“What if | want to fuck you?” 

You asshole! All you are is a good fuck and 
that’s what | want. Sniffing, Damon tamped 
back Parker’s ugly words remembering the 
promise he’d made to himself never to allow a 
man to take him in the ass again. And he’d kept 
the promise. He couldn’t allow anyone to touch 
him so in mately. Not since...not since Parker 
had hurt him, taking him brutally mere 
moments before the man had tossed Damon 
through the glass. He resisted shivering as he 
bit his lip to keep from groaning. The ugly 
memory was the silent horror he’d never told 
anyone, especially Jake for fear it would kill the 


man and tear their friendship apart. Yet now 


seeing this kind man and one who he could 
learn to care for he wasn’t sure what to do. 
“Damon. What’s wrong?” His eyes opening 
wide, Steve rose onto his elbow and 
immediately wrapped his arm around Damon’s 
waist. “I won’t. | can see the thought bothers 
you. I’m sorry.” 

Damon smiled weakly. How the hell could he 
tell the man he'd basically been raped by his 
lover, his best friend, his... Groaning, he closed 
his eyes. “It’s nothing. Just old fears | guess.” 
“It’s not nothing. It’s something. | won’t pry 
and | know you might find this hard to believe 
but | care about you. | really do.” He con nued 
stroking and touching un | Damon eased back 
into the pillows and shook his head. 

Clenching his hand around the sheets he 
jerked them as his fought back so many fears 
and anger boiling through him. “I believe you 


and it’s not you.” When Steve touched him 


again he flinched and could tell the man was 
alarmed and hurt by his reac on. “I’m sorry. I’m 
really sorry.” 

“You don’t have to be sorry about anything. | 
don’t know what’s going on but I'll let you 
alone. Maybe l'Il go make some coffee.” Looking 
away Steve sighed and rubbed his eyes. Raising 
his head he gazed out the window. “Look. It 
snowed in the middle of the night.” 

Shivering, hearing the word snow brought 

the night Parker hurt him into his mind if vivid 
color. The snow had been a beau ful backdrop 
against the strings of red blood caused by the 
cuts adorning his back and legs. He turned on 
his side away from the window and sucked in 
his breath to keep from screaming. Of course 
Steve would and should walk away and sadly 
there was no way he could stop his demons — 
at least not for awhile. Clamping his eyes shut 


he was shocked when he felt a warm arm 


around draping around him, pulling him ghtly 
against Steve’s chest. 

“You're shaking. I’m just going to hold you. 
That’s it. Nothing more,” Steve whispered as he 
wrapped his leg around Damon’s and stroked 
Damon’s chest. “Just breathe.” 

For several seconds they remained quiet as 
Steve peppered a series of kisses across 
Damon’s neck. 

“Steve, |...” 

“Shhh...relax.” Up and down Steven stroked 
and caressed as he con nued kissing, trying to 
soothe the man. 

While there was something soothing about 

the deep timbre of Steve’s voice he could barely 
hold back his anger swelling from the pit of his 
stomach. Resis ng the urge to lash out, he 
counted to ten and willed his heart rate to calm 
down. This man wasn’t trying to hurt him or 


suffocate him but that’s exactly what he was 


filling. Gasping for air Damon struggled to get 
out from under the sheets. 

“Whoa. Hold on. l'Il move away.” Steve 
immediately unraveled his body from Damon’s 
and scu led backward. “I won’t touch you.” 
Easing off the bed he exhaled slowly before 
heading into the bathroom. 

Every wheel was turning in his mind and 

while he longed to reach out and stop Steve he 
just couldn’t. Not while the hurt con nued to 
remain fresh. Why? He had a sinking suspicion 
his ugly reac on was based on the fact that he 
hadn’t been in mate with anyone in these last 
years. It didn’t ma er in the military about the 
Don’t Ask Don’t Tell. He simply didn’t want. And 
now here was a man who was kind and gentle 
and loving and... As he heard Steve return from 
the bathroom he darted a quick glance into the 
man’s eyes. 


“Here’s a robe if you want to take a shower 


there’s plenty of towels in the bathroom. I’m 
going to make coffee.” 

“Steve. Stop.” Turning slowly Damon eyed 
Steve and could see how tense he was. “It’s not 
you and my reac on has nothing to do with 
what happened. Last night was incredible. 
Something happened to me l...| haven’t been 
able to deal with. I’m going to try though. Just 
know it’s not about you. I’m not trying to lie to 
you or be dishonest. | just need space | guess.” 
Without turning around Steve shook his 

head. “I understand.” 

Hearing the so sounds of his lover padding 

out of the room Damon finally exhaled a 
strangled breath. Gazing up at the ceiling he 
finally realized why everything was so difficult. 
He had indeed been raped by his lover and by a 
man he’d trusted with not only his heart. The 
thought nearly strangling him he struggled to 


get onto his foot and hobbled into the 


bathroom. 

Twenty minutes Damon found Steve staring 
out the bank of kitchen windows gazing at the 
freshly fallen snow. Sighing, he inhaled the 
scent of fresh coffee as his eyes narrowed in on 
the cup awaiting his entrance. 

“Had at least a foot and a half last night. 
Raleigh doesn’t get this much snow in a year,” 
Steve said quietly as he sipped his coffee. 
“Falls fast here.” 

“It’s beau ful.” Finally stealing a glance, 
Steve’s smile was strained. “I hope at least 
you're staying for coffee.” 
“If 

that’s 

Okay?” 

Damon 

felt 

as 


uncomfortable as he ever had. He rubbed his 


leg and was grateful to have the leg. No, he was 
grateful to have a life ahead of him - such as it 
was. 

Watching the move Steve nodded. “Of 

course it is.” He leaned his head against the 
glass and sighed. “I’m really sorry for what 
happened. | didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

“You didn’t. For the first me in years you 

made me feel alive. For that l'Il always be 
thankful. | don’t know. I’m just broken right 
now and | don’t know how to fix me.” Snor ng, 
Damon poured a cup of coffee and swallowed 
hard. 

“Maybe that’s me as well.” 

Out of the corner of his eye Damon could see 
Steve wanted to say something else. “Can | ask 
you a question?” 

“Of course.” 

“Did something else happen with Drake?” 


Snapping his head around Steve appeared 


startled. “What do you mean else?” 

“I don’t know you that well and I can 
understand a difficult break up but | just sense 
something else happened between the two of 
you to really rip your soul away.” 

“1...n0...” Steve snarled and then turned to 
face Damon. “Stupidly is what happened. It’s 
not something I’m proud of and yet | thought... 
Well, let’s just say | was stupid.” 

“Mmm... Well, you didn’t corner the market 

on stupidity in rela onships.” Sipping his coffee 
they stood stoic for several minutes as a 
blatant awkwardness set in. 

“He’d been gone for about two months. | 

was almost at the point of being semi-okay and 
suddenly he appeared on my doorstep one 
night. He was upset and fairly drunk and | 
allowed him in. Said he wanted to talk to me 
and apologize for his behavior. One thing led to 


another and we ended up in bed. | really 


thought for some stupid fucking reason he was 
sorry and wanted me back.” 

His eyes opening wide Damon could easily 

see where this was going. “A familiar fuck and 
nothing more?” 

Laughing, Steve leaned his head against the 
glass. “I wish that’s all it was. The sad thing was 
he wanted more than that. One night about a 
week later he called and asked me to come to 
this club. Would you fucking believe it was my 
birthday and I honest to God thought he was 
going to do something really special.” 

“Oh fuck.” 

“You bet.” Steve shook his head and set his 

cup down on the table. Locking eyes with 
Damon he sighed. “He had something for me all 
right. He wanted to tell me that he and his 
lover, the man who was actually already going 
through a divorce, were going to get married 


but that he’d talked with Shannon and they’d 


both determined | could be a snazzy li le third 
every once in awhile during their playtime. Even 
hinted | might be a sub and satisfy their needs.” 
Snor ng, Damon ini ally thought the man 

was kidding un | he saw the haunted look on 
Steve’s face. “You have to be kidding me.” 
“That’s stupidity. Right? You can’t top that 

one.” 

“Your feelings weren’t stupid, Steve. You 
wanted the passion and the rela onship to be 
true. That’s understandable.” 

Swallowing hard Steve placed his hands in 

his pockets and sighed. “Yeah, well | feel 
stupid.” 

Fingering the rim on his cup of coffee Damon 
inhaled and tried to figure out what to say. 
Suddenly every part of his was on fire and 
needing to help Steve understand he wasn’t 
alone. “Parker was always a bit moody but a 


few months before the incident with the glass 


he had some financial troubles and lost his job. 
He had a series of odd jobs but he worked on 
and off which allowed him more me alone. He 
was hur ng more than | realized because he 
was the big brother and the shoulder and when 
he couldn’t pay all the bills and had to ask his 

li le brother for help he started drinking more. 
During that period | was working all the me. 

As weird as it sounds being around fires was my 
solace and | didn’t realize how much he needed 
me.” 

“|I understand. | think my work was a part of 
the reason Drake and | broke up. | was traveling 
a lot and he couldn’t break free to go so we 
spent a lot of me away from each other.” His 
voice strangled, Steve walked toward the 
kitchen island. “What happened?” 

“We started arguing all the damn me and 

you don’t know me well enough but | don’t like 


men to challenge me.” Damon remembered the 


ugly arguments too well. “I didn’t know he’d 
found out | was enlis ng and on the infamous 
night he threw me through the glass he came to 
see me. Parker was drunk as shit and needless 
to say we argued. The guy actually outweighed 
me by a good fi y pounds. | was much thinner 
then if you can believe it.” Damon eyed Steve 
and could tell the man cared by the simple look 
in his eyes and the caring allowed him to go 
further. “We started ge ng physical and 
suddenly he wanted to be in mate. | didn’t. | 
was incensed by his ugly words.” 

Steve moved closer and cocked his head. 
“And?” 

Several seconds cked by as he tried to get 
control of his emo ons. “And...he got me ina 
strangle hold. | um...| was shocked more than 
anything and when he...when managed to get 
my pants down I was in a state of panic. 1...” 


Looking away Damon clenched his fist. 


“No. He didn’t?” Steve could barely get out 
the words. “Did he hurt you?” 

“He...Parker was angry and he wouldn't listen 
to me. In truth | don’t think he knew what was 
going on. He was drunk enough that | couldn’t 
get through to him and...and he...and I...” 
Falling against the counter Damon could see 
the moment of horror as if the en re thing had 
just happened. Sucking in his breath he could 
barely breathe. He gasped and coughed as he 
clenched the counter. 

“Oh fuck!” Rushing around the island Steve 
simply held out his hand and pulled it back. 
“Damon.” 

His body shaking Damon thought for sure he 
was going to pass out. Licking his dry lips he 
went to a quiet place of peace and calmed his 
ragged heartbeat. When he spoke the words 
were hollow as if he was watching the ac on 


from above. “I couldn’t get away from him. His 


anger turned him into something else en rely. 
He forced me to...he...” Tipping his head finally 
he locked eyes with Steve. “We'll just say he 
took advantage of the situation.” 

Opening his mouth Steve shoved his fist as 

far inside as he could and shook his head. Every 
move tenta ve he reached out and simply 
stroked Damon’s arm. 

The sweet and caring move was enough to 
break the dam wide open. Dropping his head 
Damon sobbed for the first me since the 
incident happened. So many years of holding 
this inside had almost crippled him. 

“Oh God. | could fucking kill the bastard,” 

Steve hissed as he wrapped his arm around 
Damon’s waist. 

This me he wanted nothing more than to 

feel the man’s comfor ng arms. Sighing, Damon 
felt such relief flood his body he was shaking. 


“I’m okay. | honestly think lIl be okay.” 


“Did you press charges?” Steve asked as he 
eased back. 

“| can’t.” 

“What do you mean you can’t? | know that’s 
horrible and you cared about him but he 
violated you.” 

It was the look of rage in Steve’s eyes that 
really wrapped around Damon’s heart. “You 
don’t understand. There’s a complication.” 
“Complica on? Is the asshole in jail for 
raping another man? Jesus!” 

“The reality or the situa on isn’t that 
simple.” Damon shook his head. 

“Then what is it?” 

Somehow the look of indigna on was 
calming. “Parker is Jake’s brother and Jake 
doesn’t know about what happened other than 
the fight.” 

“What?” Blinking furiously Steven sucked in 


his breath. “Oh no.” 


“And...Jake is dating my sister.” 

As the informa on se led in they both 

remained quiet. Finally Steve nodded and 
rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know what to say 
other than I’m sorry.” 

“I know you are. I’ve had to live with it and | 
refuse to destroy any other lives because of 
what happened. | hope you can understand 
that.” 

“I can to a point but what Parker did was 
terrible. Jesus.” Looking away Steve slapped his 
hand on the counter. “I need to tell you 
something. Oh yeah, | do.” 

If Steve was going to tell him this was too 

much Damon wasn’t certain he could handle it. 
His hand shaking he brushed his fingers through 
his hair and had to fight not to rip out several 
strands. “Okay.” 

Steve growled and nodded over and over 


again. When he finally opened his mouth to 


speak, the sound of a cell phone ringing 
interrupted them. 

“That’s mine.” Grabbing his cell phone 

Damon gazed at the display and was surprised 
Bull would be calling. “Hey man. What’s up?” 
“You need to get to the hospital,” Bull said. 
“What’s wrong?” Damon asked as he gazed 

at Steve who stood with wearing a haunted 
look. 

“It’s Jim. He had a heart a ack.” Bull could 
barely get the words out. “They don’t think he’s 
going to make it.” 

“Oh fuck! Where is he?” Damon sighed. 
“County General. Happened while we were 
having a meeting.” 

“I'll be there as soon as | can.” 

Bull sucked in his breath. “He was asking for 
you, man. | have to tell you the roads are pre y 
Slick.” 


“I'll get there.” As Damon hung up the phone 


he inhaled deeply. “I hate to go but my boss... 
my ex boss just had a heart a ack. It’s a small 
community and we care about each other.” 

“I understand,” Steve said. “I really want to 
talk to you. Can we maybe meet later?” 
“Yeah. Why don’t we meet at Rascal’s 

around eight tonight. I’m certain I'll be ready 
for a drink by then.” 

Steve nodded as he clucked his jaw and then 
looked away. 

“Okay.” As Damon headed out of the kitchen 
he stopped and turned his head. “Thanks for 
listening. | hadn’t realized just how much that 
was bothering me. You’re a good friend.” 

“| don’t know about that.” 

KK KK 

A er Damon le Dusty exhaled slowly. There 
was no doubt he needed to tell Damon who he 
was and he had a feeling it was going to piss 


the hell out of the guy. As well it should. As he 


poured a second cup of coffee he thought 
about how to phrase it as he thought about not 
only the wonderful night but also the news 
they’d shared. Glancing at the clock in the 
kitchen he wasn’t certain how much work he 
could get done on a snowy day but he had to 
do something to keep himself busy. 

As he walked back into the bedroom his cell 
phone rang. Shocked at the excellent recep on 
he snagged the phone and seeing Tim’s number 
popped up gave him several pangs of being 
homesick. “Hey.” 

“Hey yourself. How’s it going up in God’s 
country?” Tim asked as he chuckled. 

“I hate to admit it but you were right.” 

“About getting laid?” 

Nearly choking Dusty shook his head as he 
burst into laughter. “About finding my verve. | 
have several new songs and a few | think you’re 


going to love.” 


“Thank God!” Tim whistled. 

“Uh-huh. Why do | have the feeling you have 
something up your sleeve?” Dusty couldn’t help 
but grin. 

“Who me? Never. But that’s damn good 

news cause we need you back here.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Wrong?” Tim chortled. “For the first me in 
months things might be going right. | just kind 
of casually men oned to our agent - you 
remember Mike, the guy you’ve avoiding that 
you were off writing new songs and...” 

“You did what?” Dusty hissed. “And | haven’t 
been avoiding him!” 

“Like hell you haven’t. Besides, | knew you’d 
have a break through. Anyway, | told him and | 
guess he took it to the record company and get 
this, they want to record immediately to try 
and capitalize on the summer tour.” 


“What summer tour?” He could hear the 


excitement in Tim’s voice. 

“The one that’s booked through the holidays 
as long as you get your ass back here to record 
the new songs.” 

Dusty grinned and slapped his hand down 

on the dresser. “You're shi ng me?” Suddenly 
he could see his career back on track. 

“| wouldn’t lie about something like this.” 
“That’s fantas c news. A li le damn 
presumptuous of you but damn good.” 

“Hell. | knew if you got up there that you’d 

find your place again,” Tim said quietly. “You’re 
too damn good to allow the asshole to 
continue stealing from you.” 

“You're right.” And suddenly Dust thought 
about Damon and cringed. “Seriously, when do 
they want to start recording?” 

Tim hesitated. “Let’s just say you need to 

book the first flight out if you can.” 


“What?” His eyes opening wide Dusty 


exhaled slowly. “Man, you guys must have 

ra led some skeletons.” Mike was a damn good 
agent if he had something to work with. 

“And then some. So do you think you can 

tear yourself away to come back to the guys 
who need you desperately?” 

“Begging doesn’t look good on you.” Dusty 
rubbed his eyes and could only imagine what 
Damon would Say. 

“I'll beg, borrow and steal if it means we’re 
back on the charts. When can you send over 
the new songs so the guys can learn them?” Tim 
asked, his voice filling with mischief. 

Well, at least he had his a ernoon ahead of 
him. “I'll call the airlines and then work on 
them today. Should be able to send them over 
in a few hours.” 

“Excellent! The guys are psyched. Wait un | | 
tell them the news. Hey, any idea about what 


we should call the album and the tour?” 


Gazing out the window Dusty smiled as he 
narrowed in on the lake. With the falling snow 
encapsula ng the dense forest the en re place 
couldn’t be more peaceful. “Yeah | do.” 

Hanging up the phone he grabbed his coat 

and headed out the door. It was s Il lightly 
snowing and there was something so peaceful 
about the quiet solitude. Dusty walked toward 
the lake and gazed across the perimeter shaking 
his head. Inhaling deeply, the scent of pine and 
clean air was an incredible draw. He loved his 
place and could honestly see living here. 
Smiling, he licked his lips as he folded his arms 
from the cold and wondered whether the new 
tour money would allow him perhaps to 
purchase a small cabin nestled in the woods. 
The thought gave him a smile. “First things first. 
You need to right a wrong.” 

As he walked back into the cabin he thought 


about Damon, including the moment of 


passion, and shivered. 

By the me Dusty finished pu ng the songs 
together and emailing them off it was almost 
seven and now past me to call Jake and tell 
him the news. As he looked around the cabin 
he was more than sa sfied at what he’d been 
able to accomplish. Other than some basic 
pain ng and perhaps finishing the woodwork in 
one of the bedrooms the place was just about 
livable again. He hoped Jake would be pleased. 
As he picked up his phone and dialed Jake’s 
number he couldn’t help but think about the 
awkward and damning position Damon was in. 
His heart ached and he knew one way or 
another he was going to try and explain why 
he’d kept up the lie and hopefully maybe their 
paths would cross again. It was me to change 
and to be the real man and perhaps prepare 
himself for the rest of his life. Ge 


n g Jake’s 


voice mail, he considered leaving a message but 
really wanted to thank Jake in person for being 
so damn good and allowing him such a 
fabulous opportunity. 

A er his shower Dusty stood gazing into the 
mirror. His reflec on highlighted a much 
different person then he had been barely two 
weeks ago. The hard work was good for his 
health and his ability to ba le his demons. 
Eyeing the razor on the counter he nodded as 
he dragged out a can of shaving cream. “It’s 
me, buddy.” Somehow saying the words to 
himself didn’t make him feel a hell of a lot 
better. 

S Il, when he'd finished he gripped the 

counter and sighed. Then he grinned like a kid 
more than thrilled to have his career maybe 
back on track. He sang to himself as he dressed 
and had an idea and one he hoped perhaps 


Damon would like. When he walked into the 


living room he gazed at his guitar. Tonight was 
open mike night. Right? 

Rascals was packed and in truth Dusty was 
surprised given the snow but then again, the 
en re parking lot was filled with four wheel 
drives. Parking the truck, he sat quietly for 
several minutes watching the comings and 
goings of patrons and trying to garner his 
nerves before grabbed the handle on his guitar 
case. Li ing his collar he wanted to try and get 
to Damon as quickly as possible to explain. As 
he headed inside he scanned the crowded 
room and recognized some of the guys from the 
night two weeks ago. He lowered his head and 
sauntered straight for them. No one paid any 
attention as he moved through the crowd. 
“Hey. You look something like a guy we met 

a couple weeks ago. Where ya been?” Red Dog 
snorted. 


“Sorry, just doing some work on Jake’s cabin. 


Jake or Damon around?” Dusty asked as he set 
the guitar case down. While a different band 
was on stage they were certainly jazzing the 
crowded dance floor. 

Red Dog looked at Bull who sighed. “They’re 
coming back from the hospital.” 

“How is your boss?” Dusty asked as he took 
off his coat. 

“Don’t know yet,” Carter said quietly as he 
picked at the label on his beer bo le. “He 
looked like shit when we were there.” 

“Hey sugar. Glad to see you again. | was 
wondering if Jake was keeping you locked up in 
that dra old cabin.” Sally Lou grinned as she 
swayed her hips back and forth. 

Dusty could tell she was doing well by the 
glimmer in her eyes. “You’d be surprised at the 
place and just working.” 

Narrowing her eyes she gazed down the 


length of him and then back up. “Well, you 


clean up good.” 

Dusty shrugged and turned his head as she 
glanced at the guys at the table. “Thanks. | 
haven't been without the beard in awhile.” 
Technically it wasn’t a lie yet Dusty con nued 
to feel bad for hiding. 

“Hmmm... Okay. Can | get you a drink?” Sally 
Lou asked, her eyes never leaving his face. 
“That would be great.” Dusty watched her 
walk away and out of the corner of his eye 
could see both Jake and Damon entering the 
door. Dear God he didn’t want to do this. Both 
men were somber as they walked toward the 
back. When Damon drew near he smiled seeing 
Dusty and then cocked his head. 

“Whew. You look different,” Jake breathed 

as he held out his hand. His eyes opened wide. 
“Just ready for a change.” Dusty could tell 

Jake was concerned. “I’m glad you’re here. | 


have to leave earlier than I’d expected to.” 


“O-kay. It’s a shame but I’m sure you have 
your reasons.” Jake darted his eyes toward 
Damon. 

“Leaving? | thought you were going to be 
here for a couple more weeks,” Damon said 
through clenched teeth. 

Dusty could tell by the look on Damon's face 
he was confused and perhaps pissed. “Yeah. 
Business. | hate it too. | love this place. How’s 
your boss?” Swallowing hard he could see Bull 
trying to put the pieces together as if he 
recognized Dusty. 

“So, so. They won't be able to tell un | 

some me tomorrow. If he makes it through 
tonight there’s a chance he'll make it. Shit job 
yelling at the damn city government. The idea 
they want to shut down the opera on burns 
my ass.” 

“Shu ng down? What are you talking 


about?” Dusty asked as the other men snorted. 


“Been this was for over two years. The 
government thinks we cost a pretty penny,” Bull 
huffed. 

“We do but we save lives!” Red Dog 

Snapped. 

“I can’t believe they’d consider shu ng 

down what you do.” It was simply another blow 
to Damon and Dusty knew it. Figh ng fires was 
everything to him. 

“Over my damn dead body the shit is going 

to happen. | can tell you that!” Damon growled, 
his eyes flashing. 

Red Dog slammed his hand on the table. 
“That’s our old buddy back. You take ‘em on, 
tiger!” 

“Oh, | plan on doing just that.” Damon 

sniffed and locked eyes with Dusty. “And do 
you have some big contrac ng job that you 
can’t stay a few days longer?” His voice filled 


with indignation Damon folded his arms. 


“It’s not that | don’t want to,” Dusty stated. 
Jake shook his head. “I think you need to tell 
him.” 

“That’s what I’m trying to do.” Dusty shook 

his head. 

“Tell me what?” Damon asked. 

“Ladies and gentlemen. Seems we have a 

real celebrity in the house tonight.” The singer’s 
rugged 

voice 

nearly 

howled 

into 

the 

microphone. 

Oh fuck! “Damon. | need to talk to you. Like 
now.” Dusty inched closer. 

“Okay. What about?” Damon darted his gaze 
toward the stage and then back to Dusty. 


“Better hurry,” Jake hissed. 


“What’s going on here?” Damon asked as he 
glared at Jake. 

Whistling and cheering several members of 
the crowd stomped hard on the dance floor. 
“You ready?” The singer asked as he 

followed Sally Lou’s gaze. 

“Hell yeah!” 

“Tell us!” 

Damon caught Sally Lou’s look and took a 
single stride toward Dusty. “What haven’t you 
told me?” 

“| needed some space to get away from my 
life and to regroup.” Dusty’s voice was barely 
audible above the roar of the crowd. His heart 
racing he was terrified Damon would run away 
before he had a chance to explain. 

“Yeah. And?” Damon asked. 

“We have the famous Dusty Walker in the 
house!” 


Cringing, Dusty shook his head as he 


watched Damon’s face grow more confused 
un | recogni on set in. “That’s what | was 
trying to tell you this morning that I...” 

“Don’t. Just stop. Did you know about this?” 
Damon hissed as he snapped his head to stare 
at Jake. “Fuck. | Knew hearing about that damn 
club fire there was something too familiar. 
Were you just playing me?” 

“No! 1...” 

“Another fucking liar!” Damon snapped. 

“Hold on. He’s no liar. He... Fine. Yeah | did 

and in truth if you’d looked closely enough you 
would have been able to see the resemblance 
you know.” Jake shrugged his shoulders. 

“Hey Dusty Walker!” 

“Dusty Walker. Where?” the woman’s 
screeching voice called from the darkness. 
Dusty knew the crowd was going to get out 

of hand soon. Closing the distance he wrapped 


his hand around Damon’s arm. “Let’s go talk.” 


Snarling, Damon clenched his fist. “What the 
hell do we have to talk about? You lied to me!” 
“| didn’t mean for it to con nue. |...” Dusty’s 
words were nothing more than a strangled 
moan as he was nearly smothered as a group 
surrounded him. “Please let me talk with you.” 
“I don’t know what there is to talk about,” 
Damon roared as he took a stride backwards, 
breaking the connection. 

“Don’t do this.” 

“Allow him to talk, Damon. Come on,” Jake 
encouraged. 

Sally Lou grinned as she pushed her way 

back to the group. “I knew | recognized you. 
Soon as you took that scraggly beard off, whew! 
Come on. You even brought your guitar. Get up 
on that stage and show these people some 
love. We all love and support you around these 
parts.” 


“Yes!” The voice was shrill and followed by a 


keening whistle. 

Shaking his head back and forth Dusty had 

no idea what to say. “Please just wait fora 
minute and we'll go and talk. Okay?” He knew 
his eyes were imploring. 

Damon huffed and sucked in his breath. 
“Jesus Christ. | trusted you.” 

“And you s Il can.” Hell, Dusty knew what 

the guy was thinking. 

“Don’t be an ass. | can tell you care about 
him. | was the one who convinced him to keep 
up the charade so he could try and write. That’s 
all.” Jake moved behind Damon as if trying to 
prevent him from running. 

“This is ridiculous.” Damon shook his head 
and sniffed. 

“One song and then we'll talk.” Dusty wasn’t 
going to take no for an answer. “I care about 
you. | care more than you know.” As the two 


men locked eyes his heart thumped hard in his 


chest. He couldn’t lose something he cared 
about over his brazen stupidity. He just 
couldn’t. “Please.” 

Several seconds went by as both men stared 
at each other and the crowd con nued to go 
wild. 

“Fine,” Damon said through clenched teeth. 
Nodding, Dusty breathed a sigh of relief and 
as he grabbed his guitar he turned toward 
Damon and for some reason had the feeling he 
could consider something more permanent 
with the man. The thought startling he nodded 
toward his buddies who sat stoically watching 
the play by play before heading for the stage. 
As the en re bar began to scream and 

whistle, dozens crowding the stage, Dusty 
decided this was a good place to play what 
would be his first single off the new album. 
Amidst the melee he eased out the guitar and 


headed onto the stage. Smiling, he tried to see 


Damon in the darkness but the lights were 
blinding. 

“I'd like to shake your hand. Damn having 

you here is wonderful. I’m a huge fan.” The lead 
singer smiled as he held out his hand. “I’m Riley 
and | a empt to keep the ground under 

control.” 

“Riley, the pleasure is all mine.” As soon as 
Dusty shook hands he could tell the old 
Swagger was coming back. Breathing in the 
almost smoky air surrounding the stage, he 
hadn’t truly realized how much he’d missed 
performing. Being in front of an audience was 

in his blood and something he was never going 
to jeopardize again. 

“Ladies and gentlemen. It’s my honor to 
present a legend in the country music business. 
Mr. Dusty Walker.” 

Dusty inhaled deeply as he took his posi on 


in front of the microphone. “Thank you very 


much. l'Il tell you a li le story. | came to this 
town to try and collect myself. Somehow 
through the generosity of not only the lovely 
people in this town but a | s o a man who 
reminded me to be myself when I had no idea 
what that mean, | just mighta figured out who | 
am again. In honor, I’m here to announce an 
upcoming new album and tour and I'll see what 
| can do to get Missoula on the schedule.” 
Grinning, Dusty hadn’t felt so damn good in 
years. He closed his eyes and strummed the 
guitar as the crowd roared. “And now I'd like to 
play a song for a very special man who | 
dedicate this to for allowing me into his heart 
and his life and | hope to con nue down this 
path and to the smokejumpers who keep us 
safe. May you always walk with God as you face 
the horrors of a raging fire.” 

“Here, here!” 


“Yyyeeesss!” 


“Like a River.” As Dusty started singing the 
crowd suddenly hushed. The words flowed 
easily and were a powerful moment for him. 
When he was finished a tear slipped from his 
eye. This was his final goodbye to a past he no 
longer wanted any part of. Brushing away the 
salty bead he opened his eyes and honed in on 
Damon's face - his enraged face. What the hell? 
As he watched Damon bolt toward the door he 
was momentarily stunned. He searched for Jake 
who held his hands out and shook his head 
before heading behind Damon, who pushed the 
door open with enough force it slammed into 
the exterior wall. 

Dusty smiled and tried to collect himself. As 

a haze se led around his eyes, the 
overwhelming heat almost strangled him. “I... 
thank you and |...” Placing the guitar on the 
stage he raced to get through the crowd who 


almost refused to allow him to pass. 


When he finally made it out the door Dusty 
couldn’t see anything but the whir of snow 
flying in the strengthening breeze. “Fuck!” 
Taking two more strides into the parking lot he 
hissed and heard loud voices. He followed the 
sound and could see two men arguing. The 
closer he got the more he shook. “Damon. 
Please. Allow me to explain.” 

“Explain what? What the hell was last night 
just some added soul wrenching song for your 
Goddamn song base for the new tour, Dusty 
Walker? | mean come on. You must think I’m a 
freaking asshole!” Damon snapped. 

“Why don’t you cut the grandstanding? Jesus 
Christ!” Jake snapped as his boots crunched 
against the ice-laden snow. 

“You're a part of this mess!” S cking his 

finger out Damon roared. 

“Let him alone. He advised me to come clean 


with you before we ever...before we...” Dusty 


clenched his fist. 

"Fucked? Is that what you’re trying to say? 
Might as well cause given that li le 

performance in there everybody is going to 
know I’m just a fucking piece of ass and some 
muse. Nothing more.” Damon kicked the re on 
his truck and exhaled slowly. 

Jake got in Damon's face, shaking his fist. 
“You're such an ass. He cares about you!” 

“Stop it. You guys are friends. I’m a big boy 

and | should have told him. | never expected 
to...to feel something so quickly.” His words 
trailing off, Dusty closed his eyes and prayed he 
could start everything over again. 

Damon wrapped his hand around Dusty’s 

collar and slammed him hard against the side 
of the truck. “I trusted you. | fucking trusted you 
and you're just like all the rest a er all. You’re 
nothing but a user and a taker. I... Tipping his 


head back he roared. 


Grabbing his arm Jake jerked hard breaking 

his hold on Dusty. “What the fuck is wrong with 
you! | don’t know you at all any longer. This is 
not my friend who le to fight a war for his 
country.” 

“He has reason to hate.” The words slipped 
out of Dusty’s mouth before he could stop 
them. 

Snarling, Damon jumped in Dusty’s face and 
pointed his finger. “Don’t!” 

“What, losing his leg? He has his damn life. 
That doesn’t give him reason to treat 
everybody like shit!” Jake snapped. 

“I’m not trea ng everybody like shit!” 

Damon was livid. 

Dusty closed his eyes. “I’m not betraying you. 
If you’ll just allow me to explain. Please.” 

“Get out of my way.” While Damon’s voice 

was calmer, he refused to look at Dusty. Taking 


several steps back he rolled his head and 


sniffed. “I said...get out of my way. You got 
what you came for so just get out. Go back to 
your life wherever the fuck that is in some big 
mansion and use me and the song. | don’t give 
a fuck.” 

“I’m not leaving,” Dusty said as he took a 

step forward, challenging Damon. “I’m not. 
You're going to hear me out.” For a few seconds 
Dusty was almost posi ve Damon was going to 
allow him to explain un | the man roared, 
grabbed him around the neck and tossed him 
face first into the snow. Gasping, he rolled as 
he heard Jake’s angry cries from above. 

“You asshole! What are you doing?” Jake 
demanded. 

“Get out of my way, Jake. You’re part to 

blame for this.” Snarling, Damon jerked open 
the truck door and climbed inside slamming the 
steel with enough force the truck rocked. As the 


engine roared to life Damon threw the truck 


into gear and zoomed out of the parking lot, 
screeching tires across the snow. 

Dusty slowly rose to his feet and studied the 
taillights un | he could no longer see them. 
“Shit.” Glancing over his shoulder he groaned 
seeing the huge crowd of people watching the 
melee. 

“I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with 
him.” Jake wrapped his hand around Dusty’s 
arm and helped him steady himself. “Damn 
fucking war.” 

“It’s not the war that’s ea ng him up inside.” 
Dusty pped his head and could see a single 
star trying to shine down through the clouds. 
Sighing, he knew he’d made enough mess of the 
shit there was no turning back. Damon would 
never allow him to apologize. 

“What does that mean?” 

Shaking his head Dusty wasn’t going to get in 


the middle of this one. “You have to ask him. | 


betrayed him with my lie. | refuse to betray his 
confidence. Just be his friend.” 

“Hey, | don’t like this cryptic shit.” 

Dusty pa ed Jake’s arm. “I know you don’t. 
Ask him. Un | he gets rid of this anchor around 
his neck he’s never going to heal or be able to 
love again.” 

“Said like one wise man who's decided to 

live and possibly love again.” 

Snorting, Dusty licked his lips. “Maybe.” 
“When are you leaving?” 

“Day a er tomorrow. | couldn’t get a flight 

out earlier. | really didn’t plan this.” 

“Hey, you have to live your life. I’m a firm 
believer that whatever is supposed to happen 
will. You know?” 

Karma. It was an interes ng thought. “I hear 
you. Take care of him. He’s a wonderful man 
and thank you for all you’ve done.” 


“Nah. Thank you. Not every day you meet a 


real life celebrity,” Jake said as he smiled. 
Somehow Dusty was afraid he was going to 
choke on the word. “I be er get going. | do 
have one project | want to finish tomorrow.” 
“Okay. l'Il make sure and let asshole know 
when you're leaving in case the s ck up his ass 
gets removed.” 

Opening his mouth Dusty longed to tell the 
man what had happened but it was something 
Damon had to come to terms with or he would 
turn into a disgruntled and very lonely man. As 
he shook hands and walked back into the bar 
to gather his things he realized that’s exactly 
what was going to happen to him if he wasn’t 
careful. 

Nearly every fi een minutes Dusty either 
thought about picking up his phone and trying 
to locate Damon or walking to the window to 
see if by chance he had a visitor. He tried to 


concentrate on pain ng a room but barely got 


through it. He was exhausted, drained and his 
heart ached. Every bit of this was his fault and 
he had no idea what to do to try and make the 
situa on be er. When he’d had enough, he 
washed the roller and paint brush and stood 
gazing out at the lake just as the later 

a ernoon sun sent a series of shimmers 
dancing across the icy water. There was 
something so magical about the place and he 
couldn’t imagine a be er backdrop to film his 
debut release - if he got so lucky. 

As he grabbed a beer out of the fridge he 
could swear he heard the sound of a truck. 
Blood pumping raggedly through his veins he 
rushed toward the front of the cabin and threw 
open the front door. Seeing the haunted looked 
on Jake’s face as he climbed out of the cab 
could only mean one thing. Saying nothing he 
held open the door. 


“I just wanted to stop by before you le. 


You’ve done so much here and it’s more than 
what you had to do.” 

“He told you.” It wasn’t a ques on but a 
statement and as Jake’s eyes flashed sadness 
Dusty shook his head. 

“I kind of forced the story out of him. You 
know what’s the worst part? | knew something 
more devasta ng happened but Parker fed me 
some bullshit.” 

“He said you didn’t.” They walked closer to 
the fire and stood silently for several minutes. 
No wonder the man had looked haunted. “How 
is he?” 

Jake shrugged. “I don’t know. | don’t think | 
know him any longer. He’s so guarded and so 
angry still.” 

“I’m partially to blame for that.” 

“No you’re not. | Saw a spark in him that | 
didn’t even with Parker. He cares about you, 


whether he wants to admit it or not.” 


“Where’s Parker now?” 

Groaning, Jake shook his head. “I don’t 

know. The last | heard he was with some guy in 
New Mexico. We’re no longer close. After what | 
thought was just an accident he kind of freaked 
out. He got a job offer down there and literally 
was gone in three days a er Damon le for the 
war. Now I know why. | can’t believe Damon 
couldn’t trust me enough to tell me. He must 
hate me.” 

Dusty turned to face him. “No. It’s just the 
opposite. He thought he was doing the right 
thing by protec ng you and Melissa too. Now 
that you’re da ng, dredging up the past was 
the last thing he wanted to talk about.” 
“Melissa. She’ll never forgive Parker. | don’t 
know if | should tell her.” 

“Don’t. I’m no psychologist but in order for 
Damon to truly heal he has to come to terms 


with knowing what happened wasn’t his fault 


and he has to feel comfortable talking to the 
people he cares about at least to a point.” 
Jake smiled as he pped his head. “I think 
you're letting your demons go.” 

“Well, being here helped with my ugliness so 
much. | just wish | could have helped Damon 
more.” 

“I know. Shit man. | hate that you’re leaving 
this way. Do you really think you’ll ever come 
back this way again even for a concert?” 
Dipping his head Dusty sighed. “I hope so 
and not just to play my music.” 

“I’ve glad to have go en to know you.” Jake 
smiled before he headed for the door. “Thank 
you for giving Damon the courage to tell me. | 
have a feeling the whole thing would have 
driven a stake through all of us if he hadn’t.” 
Shaking his head Dusty sighed knowing the 
nasty truth s Il might. “Will you do me one 


more favor?” 


“Anything.” 

Dusty walked to his guitar and rubbed the 

ps of his fingers across the case. Li ing it from 
the rack he brought his most prized possession 
to Jake. “Give him this for me and tell him to 
play the music of his heart because | know it’s 
in there.” The moment Jake took the case he 
almost broke down. Leaving was going to be the 


hardest thing he’d had to do in his life. 


Chapter Six 

Bam! Pop! 

“What the hell was that?” Marty screamed 

over the roar. 

“Jesus Christ they knew we were coming.” 
Glancing around the perimeter Damon could see 
nothing but a ball of fire. Wiping the sweat from 
his eyes he concentrated on his breathing and 
tried to figure out what to do. Flanked on all 
sides, there was no way to get out of the dense 
forest without going through a wall of fire. 
Eyeing a single possibility given the difficult 
terrain, he knew the brief opening was their last 
shot at ge ng out alive but there was no doubt 
the enemy was a emp ng to close down the 
remote passage. As bombs rained down on all 
sides he heard a ra ling of planes overhead. This 
was a planned death trap and he refused to 


allow his men to die. “Marty, take Steven, 


Michael and James and make sure to cut off 
anyone who tries to come from threatening the 
small clearing. I’m going to take Simon and 
Drake in to get Bart.” 

“Man, don’t do anything stupid. We need 

you,” Marty shouted as he began to round up the 
men. 

Damon sure as shit didn’t plan on allowing the 
enemy to garner the upper hand. They were so 
close to targe ng and comple ng their mission. 
Then he could finally go home. “Simon, cover my 
back. Drake, you and | are going to find Bart.” 
Crouching low to the ground he turned and 
nodded to the large man who'd become a close 
friend. 

“Gotcha covered, big man,” Simon smiled and 
eased behind Damon. 

Adjus ng his night scope glasses, Damon 

headed deeper into the darkness searching for 


Bart as explosions rocketed the landscape 


around them. Shrapnel whizzed by every few 
seconds as the number of blasts kicked up in 
intensity. Why had the guy run? Fear was a 
wretched paralyzer and now Damon was terrified 
the man would cost all of them their lives. 
Hearing a sharp snap of twigs, he scanned the 
area to his right and his gut told him they were 
being circled for yet another trap. 

“Fuck!” Drake stopped beside Damon and 

lifted his semi-automatic. “I don’t like this shit.” 
“We're surrounded. Stay low to the ground.” 
Taking two steps forward suddenly all hell broke 
loose. An explosion pulsed across the ground 
level surface sending debris flying. Hit in the gut 
Damon fell and rolled, pain coursing through his 
body. He could hear screams coming from all 
directions. Blinking furiously he tried to focus and 
scramble to his feet. 

“Shit! What the fuck?” Simon hissed from 


somewhere in the darkness. 


“Keep going!” Damon directed as he finally 
stood. Out of the corner of his eye he could see 
the enemy hovering in the darkness. Raising his 
gun he pulled the trigger. The thudding sound as 
bodies were slammed into the trees was 
somehow thrilling. “Come on!” Another blast 
threw them deeper into the woods and this me 
he knew he was hurt. Every part of his body 
aching he rolled on his back and sucked in his 
breath. 

“Hey, you okay?” Simon knelt beside. 

“I’m Okay. Just the fall. We have to get to 

Bart.” As Damon made it to his knees he could 
just make out another dark figure barely two 
feet in front of him. 

“We're never going to make it!” Drake 

shouted as he popped a series of blasts into the 
trees, showering a deep arc in bullets. “This is 
insane.” 


Shaking the cobwebs out of his eyes Damon 


sucked in his breath and managed to take two 
steps forward. 

Pop! Pop! Pop! 

Bam! 

“Aaaaaahhhhhh!” The bloody scream came 
from nowhere and everywhere. 

The men dropped down to a crouching 

posi on as another series of bullets whizzed by. 
Wiping his mouth, Damon tried to control his 
breathing and using the infrared on his weapon 
he could make out five men with guns. Gulping, 
he mo oned the others in two direc ons to try 
and cut them off. They’d been through the drill 
before but they were running out of time. 

“SRG dia” 

Boom! 

The en re ground shook violently as debris 

sca ered over them. Damon jerked into ac on 
and could see two men raising their guns with a 


direct line of sight to both Drake and Simon. 


Almost in slow mo on he rose to his feet, raised 
his gun and pulled the trigger. 

“No!” 

Bam! 

A cold sweat blanketed his body as Damon 
struggled to breathe. The nightmares had 

go en more vivid in detail and it was as if they 
were leading him in a path and an 
acknowledgement he’d been responsible for 
the loss of lives. Slapping his hand down on the 
sheets he could almost grasp the end - the one 
he had no idea of. As he thought about Simon 
and Drake and their haunted faces and blank 
eyes as they stared at nothing, he clenched his 
eyes shut. No one knew what happened in 
those last moments. The two men hadn’t 
known what hit them. He’d been labeled a hero 
because the others were able to find and free 
the men held hostage and escape to freedom 


while Drake and Simon had lost their lives 


protecting. 

But what had they been protec ng in the 

first place? Wiping the beads of sweat from his 
brow Damon struggled to get out of bed. He 
glanced at his watch and smiled. There was just 
enough me to go see Jim before work. At least 
his mentor was going to live. It would be a 
tough road but he’d made a remarkable 
recovery in almost four weeks a er quadruple 
bypass surgery, pneumonia and another serious 
infec on. S Il, the man was antsy being told he 
couldn’t do the job he loved any longer. Karma 
was indeed a bitch. 

Damon showered, shaved and slid into his 
uniform. Standing in front of the mirror he 
would never forget Melissa’s face when he 
walked into her living room in full uniform. 
Then again he wasn’t sure who’d been more 
shocked, Jake or Melissa for Jake was certain 


Damon would never want to see him again. 


Smiling, he had a flee ng thought about Dusty. 
How in the hell hadn’t he seen the resemblance 
in the first place? Hell, they’d made love and... 
Groaning, he pushed away the thoughts. He 
had a job to do. 

As he moved out into the living room the 
guitar standing unused in the distant corner 
caught his a en on. How many mes had he 
thought about pulling the musical instrument 
out of its case and playing a tune or at least 

a emp ng to? Then again how many mes had 
he almost trashed the instrument simply 
because it belonged to a liar? Sniffing, he 
ignored the almost cry coming from the 
shadows and headed into the kitchen for a cup 
of coffee. 

Hi ng start he folded his arms and stared 

out the kitchen window into nothing. He was 
not falling back into a paralyzing moment of 


sadness. Not when he was at least ge ng his 


life back on track. Damon snorted. Such as it 
was. 

When the coffee finished brewing, he 

poured a steaming cup and headed back 
toward his bedroom to finish ge ng ready. For 
some reason the call of the beau ful guitar was 
too difficult to resist. Se ng his cup down he 
sauntered toward the case, gingerly picking it 
up by the neck. Every move deliberate he took 
it to the couch and laid the beau ful piece of 
Dusty’s very heart down on the cushions. 
Running his hand up and down the black casing 
he sighed. Where had things gone so wrong? He 
stared at it for several seconds willing the 
curiosity to go away. But it wouldn’t. 

“Just get it over with.” Finally opening the 

case he sucked in his breath as he gazed down 
the length, marveling at the simple beauty. 
Damon li ed it out carefully and shook his 


head. The simple act of giving him something so 


beloved wasn’t something he was used to. Why 
would Dusty do something so in mate and 
heartwarming? 

Because he gives a damn about you! Hell, I 
don’t know why given your surly attitude. 
Remembering the words of his sister he 
couldn’t help but smile. Damon brushed the p 
of his finger across the strings and allowed a 
moment of quiet thought about what they’d 
Shared together enter the back of his mind. 
Dusty was an interes ng man and since his 
departure back to the world of being a star, 
Damon had inves gated the popular country 
Singer’s career. From what he read about Dusty 
at least the man seemed real enough and 
certainly didn’t live a glamorous life. S Il, even 
if something more had occurred between the 
two of them Damon wasn’t going to give up his 
home for life on the road. 


The thought was startling enough he almost 


dropped the instrument. Why in the world did 
the mere thought of a rela onship enter into 
his mind? Hell, he was lucky to get through 
every day plodding one foot in front of the 
other. But he wanted a family and couldn't 
deny it. His ugly li le voice buried deep inside 
his brain reminded him of this. 

Damon exhaled slowly and held the guitar in 
both hands. Closing his eyes he strummed up 
and down on the strings almost laughing at his 
inadequacy. Somehow even faking playing a 
chord or two gave him a sense of peace and a 
gentle reminder of one fabulous night. Sighing, 
he laid the guitar back in the case and le it 
open. Perhaps coming home to having 
something so breathtaking greet him would be 
a warm moment. Perhaps. He grabbed his 
coffee and headed into the bedroom to finish 
getting ready. 


Minutes later he turned off the coffee 


maker, threw on his coat and stole one last 
glance at the beau ful piece. Maybe one day 
he’d actually have the courage to learn how to 
play. Grabbing his keys he headed out to the 
truck and glanced up the road in the direc on 
of the other cabin. He climbed into cab and 
slammed the door. As he headed out of the 
driveway he turned toward the main road and 
then jerked to a halt. Tapping his finger on the 
steering wheel he sighed and then hit reverse, 
spewing res. For some reason he needed to 
feel close to the man again. 

As he broke through the clearing he smiled 

and thought about all the work Dusty had done 
on the place. Jake was more than thrilled with 
the work and had planned on ren ng the space 
out as a vaca on cabin in the next month or so. 
The new business venture would bring good 
income again and perhaps lay a nest egg for the 


plans he knew Jake had. A er all Jake and 


Melissa were growing closer. The thought gave 
him a smile as he slid out of the truck and 
immediately rubbed his knee. His thigh ached 
today for some reason and while he was doing 
well with the new leg he knew the doctors were 
going to make a few adjustments to try and 
make the piece more comfortable. Hey. It 
wasn’t going to keep him from doing his job. His 
job. The thought was blissful. As he moved 
toward the cabin something caught his 

a en on. Sniffing, he pped his head and eyed 
the skyline. Shading his eyes from the sun he’d 
know the stench anywhere. 

Yanking his phone from his belt he cursed 
seeing minimal recep on today of all damn 
days and yet he dialed anyway. The phone rang 
twice and then stopped. “Fuck!” He headed into 
the field and glanced around the perimeter as 
he tried the sta on again. Nothing. Shaking, he 


inhaled deeply and could tell by experience the 


winds were rapidly picking up the fire. But 
where was the origin? Damon had a bad feeling 
about this one. 

He headed back for the truck and jammed 

the knob into gear. They were down two men 
on vaca on, their Captain and had a new group 
of trainees barely two days into their training. 
This was not the best damn way to start a week 
off. 

KK KK 

“Damn good session today! Shit. You were 

on fire. | have no idea where you've been 
hiding this man but me and the guys love it!” 
Bronco grinned as he twirled his drums cks 
between his fingers. 

“Now can | say told you so?” Tim grinned. 
Giving them both the finger Dusty shook his 
head. “Very funny. Seems like you guys are 
Slave drivers for God’s sake.” But he loved every 


second of it. Almost four weeks back into high 


gear and they were in the studio for a good 
twelve hours a day. 

“Uh-huh. We have a whip with your name on 
it if you don’t stay on the straight and narrow,” 
Bart added. 

“Jesus! 

Brutal.” 

But 

Dusty 

grinned. 

Exhausted, he was ready for the single day off 
they had before pu ng the finishing pieces on 
the album. The first leg of the pre-tour started 
in less than three weeks. At least the small 
amount of me would give them me to work 
out the kinks. What a damn whirlwind. They 
were striking while the iron was hot. 

“You want to come out for a beer or two 

with the guys to celebrate?” Tim asked as he 


grinned. 


“You know what? I’m too 

red to do 

anything but go home, plop my ass down on 
the couch and veg out with a burger or 
something.” Rubbing his eyes Dusty wasn’t even 
sure he could stomach the burger or any type 
of food. No ng seemed to taste good or ma er 
to him. 

“You're ge ng old. Very old,” Bronco 

whistled. 

As he headed for the door Dusty waved 

them off and chuckled darkly as he hummed 
Like a River. Every me he sung the tune he 
thought about Damon and every aspect of his 
betrayal and the missed opportunity killed him. 
Damn it why did he leave without talking to the 
man? Growling, he pushed the thoughts into 
the back of his mind as he drove toward his 
house. While he wasn’t so sure his decision was 


a good idea, he’d been talking with Jake about 


se ng up a concert in honor of the 
smokejumpers some me in the middle of the 
summer as a Surprise. 

A surprise? He knew the thought alone had 

the poten al of turning against both of them 
but after reading about the dangerous work the 
jumpers performed against terrible odds and 
the lives the thought was just something he 
wanted to keep on the table. 

Heading into his house he really was too 

red for food period. What he needed was a 
full glass of cognac and long night’s sleep. 
Tomorrow was going to be brutal trying to get 
the last two tracks completed. Perhaps the guys 
were right, he was ge ng old. He turned on the 
television for company, kicked off his boots and 
strolled into the kitchen to pour a tall glass. 
Taking a sip he couldn’t help but long to tug his 
cell phone from the case. “Nope. He wants his 


privacy.” Dusty had to respect that. He headed 


back into the living room and as he sat on the 
couch he rubbed his eyes before closing them, 
the droning sounds of some cop show his 
company for the night. 

“We rejoin this broadcast from Montana 
where a raging fire has swept through the 
mountains 

now 

threatening 

several 

neighborhoods. The firemen have their hands 
full trying to contain the out of control fire due 
to the high winds. We're learning that the 
passage in and out of one community is 
completely cut off. Take a look at these 
incredible pictures.” 

Snapping his head up Dusty sucked in his 
breath and read the cap on at the bo om. 
Couldn’t be the same area. The loca on had to 


be somewhere else. But as he narrowed his 


eyes he could clearly read the flashing bulle n 
across the bottom. “Oh fuck!” Jerking to his feet 
he closed to distance to the television, his heart 
racing. “No.” It just couldn’t be. 

As the reporter con nued bantered on 

about what was being done Dusty could only 
hear echoes thumping in his ears. The en re 
mountainside seemed to be burning. How the 
hell could something like this get so out of 
hand? He grabbed his cell phone off the 
counter and as he stared at the screen he 
wasn’t sure who in the fuck to call. “Jake.” 
Fumbling, it took him three tries to find the 
number let alone punch them in. Hi ng send 

he huffed and started pacing, his eyes never 
leaving the television set. Damon must be going 
out of his mind. 

“Come on, answer the damn phone.” Dusty 

just knew he was going to get voice mail and 


was momentarily at a loss for words when a 


male voice answered. “Jake?” 

“Dusty. Shit! | was hoping it was Damon. You 
heard?” Jake’s voice boomed from the other 
end. 

“All over the news. Where’s Damon? | bet 

he’s chomping at the bit.” 

“Shit! | didn’t tell you.” 

Dusty froze. “Tell me what?” 

“He’s working at the department again. At 
least training. Look, | have to get moving. The 
fire’s moving around the mountainside and 
they’re going to evacuate all the houses here. | 
want to pack up a few things. l'Il tell Damon 
you called. ” 

“Wait a minute. What?” Before he could 

figure out what to say Jake ended the call. 
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” Turning up the television he 
watched in horror as a billowing dark cloud of 
smoke rolled across the horizon. His heart was 


racing and for some reason he had a terrible 


feeling something horrible was going to 
happen. 

Every part of his body was shaking as he 

con nued to watch the unfolding story, 
mesmerized by the sight of the rolling fire 

ea ng up the mountainside. He con nued 
pacing, trying to figure out what to do. What 
the hell could he do, jump ona plane? Maybe 
that was the exact thing to do. At least he could 
go and give some kind of support. Right? 
Glancing at his phone he willed it to ring - to 
give him any kind of information. “This is nuts.” 
As he grabbed his cognac and threw back a 
gulp his phone rang. Almost choking he eyed 
the display and while he didn’t recognize the 
number he was hopeful maybe Jake had 
convinced him to call. His heart racing he closed 
his eyes and prayed. “Hello?” 

“Hey.” 


Dusty’s eyes flew open hearing the voice. 


“What...| didn’t expect you to call.” 

“I know and I’m sure you’re concerned.” 
“Concerned?” Dusty snorted. “You have no 
idea.” 

“I had to call you.” 

“Why. What is it this me? You want me to 

have sex with your neighbor or would you say 
prefer | was the photographer and maybe take 
sexy li le photographs of your latest conquest? 
Did you get bored with the new flavor of the 
month already?” Angry, Dusty resisted the urge 
to pitch the phone. 

“| deserve that...” 

“And so much more.” Cu ng the asshole off 
Dusty swirled the drink and took two gulps, 
almost draining the glass. 

“You’re right. | was a shit but | want to make 

it up to you.” 

Shaking his head Dusty almost laughed. “Uh- 
huh.” 


“I’m serious. Dusty, | want you back. | want 

to marry you. Please hear me out.” 

Opening his mouth to retort, he had no idea 
what to say and was too shocked to hang up 
the phone. Instead he listened to what the 
asshole had to say and by the end of the 
apology he was in tears. 

KK KK 

“Goddamn it I have to get a plane up there!” 
Damon growled as he paced the hanger. 

“You know I can’t let you fly without a full 
crew,” The controller stated as he shook his 
head. “We've got some men flying in from 
Billings but we have to wait for them. You know 
the rules.” 

“Fuck the rules and that’s not fucking good 
enough.” Snarling, Damon stamped his foot and 
could see the terrified looks of the young men 
who were clearly not ready to hit the skies. 


“How many men do | need?” 


“Damon. More than you got. And you’re not 

pu ng one of the probie’s lives in danger. l'Il 

put you on report if you even try.” 

Damon tamped back his rage. Mark was only 
doing his job. Placed in charge until they figured 
out about the Captain’s health situa on, Mark 
was the man solely responsible for the flights. 
“Look. The fire is getting out of control.” 

“And you have one plane headed for the 

scene. That’s all you can do except stay here 
and tell the crew where the damn fire’s headed. 
| can’t give you any more un | the flight from 
Billings gets here.” Giving Damon a harsh glare 
Mark folded his arms. 

“I have an idea. Give me five minutes. | think 
one of my men is on his way.” 

Mark snorted. “Uh-huh. Miracles don’t occur 
but l'Il check on the flight and see when we can 
count on reinforcements. If one of the men 


comes in fine but if not we freaking wait. You 


got it?” 

Damon watched as the man moved toward 

the radio sta on and sucked in his breath. As 
he walked back into the room full of trainees he 
thought about the roster. There were seven 
men and one woman vying for two posi ons 
and their tenure was ques onable at best given 
the latest state government mandate. They’d 
be lucky if they kept their jobs six months. 
“Look. | Know you have been doing this for a 
few days but | need your help. This is serious 
shit and I’m worried we’re going to lose a 
handle on this one. | call it trial by fire. You in 
for working this one to the best of your 
abilities?” 

The men and woman gazed back and forth 
amongst themselves, obviously uncomfortable. 
Damon wasn’t a pa ent man. As he looked 
around the room he was ready to explode un | 


the girl stood up. “Dana?” 


“I’m happy to help sir,” Dana stated clearly. 
“Me too.” 

“Me as well.” 

“I think all of us, sir.” 

One by one they all stood and Damon 
breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Now here’s 
what I need you to do.” 

Damon wasn’t en rely convinced he was 
doing the right thing. Si ng down slowly he 
stared at the phone before picking it up and 
dialing Jake’s cell phone. He knew Melissa was 
with him and also was well aware of the 
evacuation orders. 

“Damon.” Jake’s voice was shaky. 

“You okay?” 

“Yeah, we're trying to get out but one of the 
roads is already blocked.” 

“What?” Alarmed, Damon rose to his feet 
and gripped the edge of the desk. “Is Melissa 


okay?” 


“AS Okay as she can be. It’s Damon, honey. 
You want to talk to him?” 

Damon could hear her strangled voice. He 
darted his eyes back and forth across the 
computer screen watching the advancing fire. 
This one was getting out of hand quickly. 
“Damon?” Melissa’s voice was filled with 

fear. 

“Hey ya, baby sis. Everything is going to be 
okay. Just stay with Jake and he'll get you out of 
there.” But Damon knew if a road was blocked 
off they’d have a tough time getting out. 

“I’m scared, Damon. It’s ge ng smoky here 
and they won’t allow us to pass yet,” Melissa 
whimpered. 

Damon 

swallowed 

hard. 

“It’s 


Okay. 


Everything 

is going to be okay. We have 

another plane ready to go out.” 

“Really?” Her voice was filled with hope. 
“Don’t worry. | promise you that everything 

is going to be all right.” Damon shook his head 
and closed his eyes as he shivered. Saying a 
silent prayer to whatever God, he resisted the 
anger boiling within him. He had to do this. 
“Stay with Jake and when you get to a safe 
place leave me a message. | might not be able 
to answer.” 

“What does that mean?” Melissa asked. 
“lum...| have to work so | might not be able 
to take the call. Okay?” 

“Okay. Damon. I’m so worried.” 

Damon held the phone to his head and 
calmed his nerves. “I know, sis. Know I love you 
and thank you for everything. l'Il call you later 


too. Okay?” He clipped off the phone before 


she could answer. 

Damon was terrible with goodbyes. Sighing, 
he played every aspect of the fire and the 
situa on over in his mind as he stood in the 
shadows. 

“You sure about this?” Red Dog asked 
quietly. 

Turning to gaze at his friend he nodded. 
“More than sure. There’s no other choice. | 
need you and Bull with me on this one.” 
“We're with you man but you could get hurt 
doing this.” 

“Just get the plane going.” As Damon headed 
toward Mark, he nodded toward the men and 
women he would have to trust helping them 
eye the blaze. He made it directly behind Mark 
before the guy turned around. “Repor ng for 
duty. You have your last man.” 

Mark narrowed his eyes and shook his head. 


“You know | can’t let you do that.” 


“Because I’m a cripple?” Damon’s voice held 
an edge. 

“Ah fuck, man. You’re pu ng me in a bad 
position, let alone you might get people killed.” 
“I have a bum leg but | can jump and roll and 

| can fight this fire. | have to. You know that. 
You said it yourself. There is no other choice.” 
Mark locked eyes not blinking. “I just can’t.” 
“Are the men from Billings almost here?” 
Damon challenged. 

“They’re held up,” Mark said quietly as he 
looked down. 

“Sir. The blaze has turned. Flames have 

taken three houses already,” Dana called from 
the distance. 

Damon hissed and nodded to Red Dog and 
Bull who slapped on the rest of the gear and 
headed for the plane. “Fire me when | return 
but I’m going up there. Do you understand? | 


refuse to allow my home to be taken when | 


know I can do something about it. And...my 
sister’s up there. | have to do this. | just have 
to.” His voice filling with frustra on, Damon 
shook his head back and forth. 

Mark sucked in his breath and looked at the 
trainees. “Fuck. Look, I'll stay here and work 
with them. If this works and you come back 
alive | will ask you for your resigna on with a 
full commendation. Do you understand?” 
“Yes.” As he looked around at the trainees 
he’d never felt such pride in his life. Holding out 
his hand he shook Mark’s and nodded. “Deal.” 
Tro ng to the plane a chill raced down his 
back. 

“Damon,” Mark called. 

Turning slightly Damon lifted his chin. 

“Be careful. You’re a damn good jumper and 

| don’t want to lose you.” 

“I will.” Damon moved to the plane as the 


hanger doors were opened. This was going to 


be the most difficult jump of his life. 

“You're fucking nuts, man,” Bull said under 

his breath as he settled onto the bench. 

“You and | both know there’s no other way,” 
Damon said as straight faced as he could. Damn 
it if his leg didn’t hurt like a son of a bitch. Out 
of the corner of his eye he could see Red Dog 
Shaking his head. “What would you guys have 
me do? The fire is consuming our home for 
God’s sake. | can do this.” 

Red Dog sighed. “I know you want to but 

what if you can’t?” 

“That’s not an op on.” Damon turned 

toward the window and as soon as they topped 
out over the tree line they could see the blaze. 
“Ah fuck. This one has too much fuel and too 
much wind. What’s the damn forecast again?” 
He knew every aspect for the next forty-eight 
hours far too well. 


“No change un | later tonight,” Bull stated 


as he moved toward the window. 

They stood quietly for several minutes as the 
plane’s engines rumbled into the near n can 
Space. 

Damon’s pulse was racing. He wasn’t certain 
he could do this but he knew in his heart he 
had to. 

“Ah shit. Look at that. Holy fucking mother of 
God. How in the hell are we going to deal with 
that?” Red Dog exclaimed as he leaned against 
the window. 

Sucking in his breath, Damon grew more 
terrified. He had only been through one fire this 
bad and it was one that changed the lives of 
those he gave a damn about. “We jump and we 
Save lives.” 

Hearing the crackling sounds of the radio the 
men looked at each other. “I'll go listen to make 
sure we're on target,” Bull said through 


clenched teeth. 


Damon turned to the crew who was 
chomping at the bit and smiled. While it was 
like old mes there was something so much 
more important about this jump. “Men. This 
isn’t going to be easy. We have some people 
trapped by the fire and unless we can help 
there’s no way they’re going to get out alive. 
But you’ve been through the drill with this 
before. This is risky as hell. You have to follow 
procedure to the letter. You got it?” 

“You bet, sir.” 

“We're ready.” 

“Absolutely.” 

Red Dog placed his hand on Damon’s 
shoulder. “You’re a good man and we wouldn’t 
want anyone else with us on this wild ride.” 
Nodding, Damon gazed back out the window 
and tamped back fears that he’d never 
experienced before. The dull drum of the 


engines almost lulled him into a false sense of 


security, but the closer they got to the fire the 
more he knew more than the mountainside was 
in jeopardy. Hearing a noise he turned and the 
look on Bull’s face alone told him too many 
things. “And?” 

“They couldn’t save about two acres. Um... 
two families couldn’t get out,” Bull said, his 
voice barely audible. 

“Fuck.” Red Dog shook his head. 

The sound of slowing engines meant they 
were close. “We can do this. We have to do 
this. We’re trained for this. Do you 
understand?” There was something about this 
day that was different than any other. Damon 
needed to step up to the plate and he needed 
to lead his men. 

“You bet,” Bull whispered. 

The nearer the plane flew toward the fire 

the more the men were entranced by the sight 


and the thought of an all consuming fire. They 


were all fire and thrill junkies who were more 
than just mesmerized by the fire. Their 
adrenaline pumping they were more than just 
mentally prepared for the kick. They knew they 
could die. 

“We're nearing the site. Five minutes.” The 
voice of the Captain echoed throughout the 
Space. 

“Okay guys. Equipment check,” Damon said. 
God he knew the drill too damn well. 

As the men piled into formation, Bull flanked 
Damon’s side. “I don’t like this one. The beast is 
hungry.” 

“The beast is always hungry. It’s how we feed 
her slowly that ma ers,” Damon stated clearly 
yet his heart was racing. The clipped statement 
was their mantra and one they’d started 
together so many years ago. 

Red Dog closed the distance and held out his 


hand. “We can do this.” 


Bull nodded solemnly and place his hand on 
top of Red Dog’s as he turned his head slowly 
to gaze at Damon and smiled. “You bet we’re 
glad you’re here.” 

Damon nodded and wrapped his hand 

around theirs. “We gotta do this.” 

“We will.” Bull sniffed. 

“Two minutes out,” the Captain called. 
Nodding over and over again Damon turned 
his head to gaze at a group he knew some of 
and others he didn’t but they were all coun ng 
on his exper se. “We go on three in ght 

forma on. We have to give these people a way 
out. Period. Understood?” As the men nodded 
Damon felt a sense of pride. 

“Got it!” Red Dog answered for all of them. 

As the group moved toward the door Damon 
glanced out the window before releasing the 
hatch. “On my command. You wait un | it’s 


me.” Swallowing hard Damon realized his 


heart was thumping hard in his chest. 

“Christ. Look at that.” The man’s voice was 
strangled. 

Damon pped his head. “It’s okay, Steve. We 
got your back.” He eased forward and gazed 
down into the abyss that was nothing but 
smoke and flames. “Masks now.” As the men 
donned the masks he could tell his blood 
pressure was rising. The whir of the engine 
slowing down meant they were at their target 
point. “On my command.” 

No! I can’t do this! | can’t! 

Shaking his head Damon blinked and gazed 

at the men. No one had said anything. Sucking 
in air he counted to ten. “Okay. Thirty seconds.” 
Please help me... 

The old demon was back and as stars floated 

in front of Damon’s eyes he wasn’t certain he 
could control the powerful demon, reaching for 


his very soul. No, he knew he had to do this. He 


had to. “Twenty seconds.” 

The men hovered near the entrance as the 
wind whipped harshly across their faces. Rolling 
pungent smoke filled the dense space of the 
plane. While most were unfazed Bull remained 
without his mask. 

“Put your mask on!” Damon demanded. 

“Not until you do,” Bull said defiantly. 

Red Dog tugged his off and pped his head. 

“All for one.” 

“Shit. Fine.” Damon strapped his mask in 

place as the Captain circled the plane and 

posi oned them at the lowest point of danger. 
“On three. One...two...three!” 

“Aaaahhhh! What the fuck?” Damon rolled as 
he con nued to hear gunfire popping all around 
them. Explosions mounted un I the en re sky 
was filled with an orange haze. Gasping for air 
he crawled forward toward the enemy he’d shot. 


He knew he was out of ammuni on and this 


would maybe help them get out of fucking hell. 
Sucking in the almost poisonous air Damon 

shi ed and rolled as a flash of embers poured 
down across his body. He longed to call out for 
his team but knew be er. Silence might help 
them remain alive. 

He crawled on his belly into the darkness. 
Seeing the body he knew by ins nct his bullet 
had hit home. As gunfire whizzed around him, he 
crept closer un I he could almost see the 

iden ty of the body. Yanking the gun from the 
man’s hands he marveled at the touch of cold 
steel and was ready to turn the des on the 
opera on. He scu led backwards and licked his 
lips. As he tried to stand he heard a whooshing 
sound and ducked. 

Boom! 

Turning around sharply the bright lights from 
the blast illuminated the body. Grunting, he 


gazed down and grinned as he honed in on the 


vacant eyes and open mouth - one filled with 
terror and understanding. “What?” Inching closer 
he blinked and tried to focus as night and 
darkness enveloped him again. “Buddy. You 
alive?” He knew be er. He leaned over and 
tugged at the man’s jacket, looking for a sign 
that... 

Pop! Bam!“Fuck!” 

Another blast propelled him over the body. 
Damon scrambled backward as a ball of fire 
enveloped the en re forest in front of him. 
Gasping from the horrible heat he fumbled in the 
light un I he fell over the body. As he tried to 
regain his grip he knew he had his hand wrapped 
around the neck of the enemy. Snarling, he 
jerked back just as another pop and a series of 
sparks fell from the sky. He shi ed and stared 
down at the man lying beneath him. Opening his 
mouth wide he screeched as horror swept 


through his system. “No!” 


Damon's en re body was shaking violently as 
he scu led back and cried out into the night sky. 
“No!” As he finally rose to his knees and stared 
down at the man...at the boy who entrusted him 
with his safety and the one he’d shot Damon’s 
body wavered back and forth as the recogni on 
set in. “No!” 

Boom! 

“What? What?” Screaming into the sky 

Damon blinked furiously and tried to regain 
control. As the startling realiza on set in of 
what he’d done his heart raced and he was 
unable to breathe. 

“Damon! Come on!” Bull yelled. 

Everything happening in slow mo on, 

Damon screamed as he reached out for the 
man and stumbled toward the opening. With 
one hand he grasped the side of the plane as 
wind rushed by him and he stared down at the 


roaring fire. Just then he smiled and shook his 


head, remembering every moment of being in 
the war. This was his me to atone. It was also 
his me to die. As he took a giant step he felt 
more peace then he had ever felt before. 

kkk 

The day had proven to be longer than one 
Dusty ever had in his life. He kept turning on 
the television in the studio to try and find any 
updates. There were none. It was like the press 
was moving on to the next big tragedy. Calling 
Jake over and over again had proven to be 
futile. There was no answer. He knew he was off 
his game, even forge ng his words. By the fi h 
take on the last song the manager of the studio 
stopped the entire session. 

“Don’t get huffy, Brandon. We’re all just 

tired,” Tim insisted as he glared at Dusty. 
“Tired? You guys are ac ng like a bunch of 
unprofessional assholes instead of seasoned 


veterans,” Brandon countered. “You all need to 


get your heads out of your asses or else.” 

Poin ng at Dusty he shook his head. “It’s your 
money but | tell you what, | have the studio 
backed up with bookings. If you want to finish 
this damn thing we need to do it today.” 

“| hear you, Brandon. | just have something 

on my mind,” Dusty groaned. Hearing nothing 
was driving him insane. Rubbing his eyes he 
leaned against the wall. Who was he kidding? 
He was so mixed up he wasn’t sure what to do. 
Another sleepless night had le him saddened, 
bitter and full of more questions than answers. 
“We're taking an early dinner and when we 
return you guys be er be regrouped.” Huffing, 
Brandon threw down his pen and walked out of 
the studio. 

“He’s right. What is going on with you?” Tim 
asked through clenched teeth. “And what’s up 
with going to the television?” 


“Haven't you heard from Jake?” 


“No. Why? We don’t talk every day.” 

Dusty groaned. “I hate to tell you this but 
there’s a huge fire in Montana and | called Jake 
to find out what was going on. Jake told me 
they were being evacuated. Now | can’t get any 
new information.” 

“What? Shit! Evacua on is pre y standard 
procedure but...” Looking away Tim exhaled 
Slowly. “My guess is that they went to a safe 
place and probably knowing the terrain and the 
towers out there they have limited cell phone 
coverage.” 

“You look worried so don’t try and fool me,” 
Dusty groaned. 

“I'll try and call an old buddy of mine from 

out there and see if he knows anything. Is it 
Jake you're worried about or someone else?” 
“You know me too well. | kinda met 

someone out there. | thought we might grow 


closer but...” His heart racing Dusty wiped his 


mouth and thought about Damon’s last words. 
“You old dog. I’m glad to hear it. He was your 
inspira on, wasn’t he?” Tim smiled as he 
patted Dusty on the back. 

“He was and | fucked it up. He’s a wounded 
vet with a chip on his shoulder. You know he’s 
a smokejumper or was anyone before he lost 
his leg. | was kind of thinking of having an event 
for the whole team there one day. Maybe it’s a 
pipe dream.” 

Tim grinned. “Smokejumper? Rugged bunch 
of guys and they have a tough job. | like the 
idea about having a concert. We need to bring 
attention to how important their jobs are.” 
“Have you heard the government is trying to 
shut them down?” 

“Where have you been living? Our 
government has been trying to do that for 
years. Too bad most folks don’t understand 


what they do for the other firefighters saving 


property and lives,” Tim said through clenched 
teeth. 

“Yeah. Too bad | fucked it all up.” Dusty was 
more than just angry with himself. 


“Well, you know what they say about fucking 


” 


up. 
Dusty turned toward his friend and sighed. 

“I'm afraid to ask. What?” 

“Don’t do it again.” Nodding toward the 
doorway of the studio Tim hissed. “l'Il go make 
that call. Hopefully you’ll do the right thing.” 
Dusty cocked his head and the moment he 

saw Drake a series of tremors raced down his 
spine. Swallowing hard he closed the distance 
and glared at the man. Sadly, he could only see 
remorse in his eyes. He’d wanted to hate Drake 
but he couldn’t. In truth he wasn’t sure how he 
felt. The reasoning and the apologies and the 
words of forever love remained in the forefront 


of his mind. “What are you doing here?” 


“| had to see you. | figured a er our 

conversa on we should see each other face to 
face,” Drake said so ly. Smiling, he reached up 
and brushed a stray strand of hair from Dusty’s 
face. 

Dusty grabbed his hand and the instant they 
touched the old electricity kicked up between 
them. “I’m not sure why.” 

“Oh come on. You know you want to see me 
again.” 

“I don’t know what | want.” 

“Allow me to show you I’ve changed. | was so 
damn out of sorts those last few months 
together,” Drake said as he gazed down the 
length of Dusty. “You look so damn good. Jesus. 
| was a fool.” 

Cocking his jaw Dusty tried to imagine them 
being together again and in truth he wasn’t 
certain he could every trust him again. “You 


could've talked to me instead of having me 


walk in on you and then the rest is... Jesus!” He 
took a step back longing to break the 

connec on between them but it remained, hot 
and heavy. 

“I know. | know.” Drake licked his lips and 

took a stride forward. Cupping Dusty’s face he 
brushed his thumb across the seam of Dusty’s 
mouth. “I adore you. | love you. I’m crazy in 
love with you. | will soend the rest of my life 
making up everything if you'll just listen to me 
and allow to do that.” 

Sighing, Dusty wanted to feel close again. He 
wanted to love the man and have a 
relationship and... 

“Dusty. | have some news,” Tim stated from 
behind them. 

As Dusty removed Drake’s hand and turned 

he could tell how troubled the man was. “What 
is it?” 


“Two of the smokejumpers are missing and 


as hot as the fire is raging they’re presumed 
dead. | heard that um...one of them is a 
decorated war hero.” 

While he heard the words Dusty remained 


frozen. “Dear God.” 


Chapter Seven 


“Thank you for coming.” Jake’s eyes were 
misted over. “I thought for sure we’d lost him.” 
Eyeing the hospital door he held out his hand. 
Dusty grasped it and smiled. “I grabbed the 
first flight out thinking I’d be coming to a 
funeral.” 

“No one can believe what Damon did. He’s 
one tough son of a bitch.” Laughing, Jake 
turned toward the glass. 

“How badly is he hurt?” Dusty was s Il 
Shaking. Un | he touched down in Missoula 
and grabbed a local paper he didn’t know 
Damon was s ll alive. His face and that of his 
buddy Damon saved was plastered on several 
pages. 

“Smoke inhala on. Would you freaking 

believe it? They were smack in the middle of 


the worse part of the fire. No one knows how 


Damon was able to pull Bull out. It’s crazy.” 
“What about the fire? Coming in on the 

plane the pilot flew low enough | could see 
parts of the mountain still burning.” 

“Seventy percent contained and they expect 
they'll have the rest in a couple of days if the 
weather holds. We’re supposed to get a 
snowfall anyway. That'll help.” 

Dusty nodded and eyed the sleeping man. 
“He’s very much the hero, isn’t he?’ 

“And he refuses to believe it. You know he 
received the Purple Heart and he acts like he 
should send the medal back every day. | just 
don’t understand. Whatever addi onal horrors 
he has pent up inside is ea ng away at him. | 
thought when he told me about Parker he was 
going to get be er but he’s just hiding from 
something. | hate every bit of this shit.” Jake 
palmed the glass and shook his head. “I wish | 


could say he’ll be happy to see you but | just 


don’t know.” 

“PIL take my chances. Is it okay if | just go 
inside? | won’t wake him.” Demons were vicious 
indeed. His hand shaking he brushed it through 
his hair, gathering beads of nervous sweat. 
Sweet lord he was filled with anxiety. Please 
God allow him to figure out a way to talk to 
Damon. 

“You bet. | think you might be the only 

person who can drag him back from hell. | really 
do. | know he cares for you. He’s just too damn 
stubborn to admit it.” 

“I won’t stay long. At least he’s alive and you 
and Melissa are okay.” 

Jake grinned. “More than okay. | asked her to 
marry me.” 

“What? That’s fantastic.” 

“You know, w e’d love for you to maybe 
consider singing for the wedding.” 


Dusty couldn’t help but smile hearing the 


mischievous tone. “You're quite the li le 
matchmaker after all and I’d love to.” 

“You have a place to stay while you’re here?” 
“Hadn’t planned that far ahead.” 

“Cabin is yours. Oh and Tim told me about 
your idea with regard to a concert for the 
jumpers. They’d be honored,” Jake said, his 
eyes twinkling. 

“Then it’s a done deal.” 

Jake nodded toward the room. “Tell him I'll 

be back later.” 

“Will do.” Dusty watched Jake saunter away 
and inhaled deeply. As he reached out to touch 
the door he had to take several minutes to stop 
his heart from echoing in his ears. Calming his 
nerves he walked inside and very quietly moved 
toward the bed. The sleeping giant was as 
gorgeous as he remembered. From his high 
cheekbones and long eyelashes to his full ruby 


lips, Damon was simply a stunning man. As he 


sat down slowly he watched Damon’s even 
breathing and lowered his head into his hands. 
“I’m surprised you're here,” Damon said, his 
voice broken. 

“Why? Because I’m an ass?” 

“Because | was the ass.” 

Dusty li ed his head and could see such 
hardness in the man’s eyes. “I deserved it. All of 
it. | was and this | understand more now why 
my supposed deception bothered you.” 

“Yeah well.” 

“You really are a hero and a man who does 
everything right.” This was as difficult as he had 
imagined. 

Damon snorted and shook his head. “Right? 
Hell, I’ve been lying to myself for a long me 
trying to put all the pieces together.” 

“I know you told Jake about Parker. That has 

to help.” 


“Figures he’d tell you.” 


“He cares about you and...” 

“Like | said.” Waving his hand Damon looked 
away. 

“And so do l.” 

Damon glanced at him quickly before closing 
his eyes. “I’m not worth caring about.” 

“| don’t agree with you.” 

“You don’t know me.” 

Dusty reached out and brushed the ps of 

his fingers down Damon’s arm. “But that’s just 
it. | want to get to know you - all of you.” 
Damon jerked his hand away. “Yeah, well | 
don’t want to get to know you.” His words filled 
with a dark edge, he breathed in and out 
heavily and looked out the window. 

“You don’t mean that. | Know we had a rocky 
start and | promise you | will never deceive you 
again. | just want to try. Can’t you give me 
another chance?” Suddenly he wanted nothing 


else so badly in his life. 


“| don’t and can’t trust you.” Turning his 

head slowly Damon’s eyes flashed anger. 
Although Dusty was hurt he refused to give 
up so easily. “I never meant to hurt you. You 
were the single bright spot in my life and | 
enjoyed our night together. | felt closer to one 
human than | think | ever have. | was...| wanted 
so...” Cringing, he knew his words sounded 
lame. 

Damon narrowed his eyes and pursed his 
lips. “It was nothing but sex for me.” 

“What? | thought we connected on so many 
levels.” Blinking furiously Dusty clenched his 
fist. 

“You thought wrong.” 

As the two men locked eyes Dusty could tell 
Damon was serious. “Well. Then | guess we 
have nothing left to say to each other.” 

“You got that right.” 


Dusty slowly stood and moved toward the 


door. Turning slightly he realized this hurt 
almost as much as finding Drake in bed with 
another man. “You know Drake called me the 
other night and apologized. He said he was 
wrong and told me he loved me. He said all the 
right things. Hell, he even showed up at the 
studio and for about thirty seconds | really 
thought | could fall for him again. And then | 
heard the news about two smokejumpers 
missing. | couldn’t breathe and | knew why. | 
was terrified I’d lost you and here | find out | 
never had you.” Cocking his head he looked at 
Damon long for any sign not to go. Instead he 
Saw an angry man with no heart. “Goodbye. 
Damon. | hope you can find something that 
makes you happy.” 

As Dusty headed out the door he brushed 
away his tears. 


KKK 


Jake walked into the hospital room and 


hissed. “What did you say to Dusty?” 

“Nothing. Why?” Damon looked at him 
Casually. 

“Because the man is crying. Oh he tried to 
hide it when he saw me but I know you had to 
have said something.” 

“Who cares? Now he can go back to his 
boyfriend and have a great life.” Why the hell 
had he allowed the man to walk out of the 
room in the first place? Dear God he was an 
asshole after all. 

Jake snorted. “You know what? You were 

once a wonderful man and my best friend. Now 
| don’t know who the hell you are any longer.” 
“This is the real me.” 

“Whatever. l'Il leave you to wallow in your 

shit. | know what Parker did to you was horrible 
and l'Il never forgive him for torturing you, but 
you have to get on with your life. You have a 


man who gives a hell of a lot about you and all 


you stand for and you know what? You have 
the s ck stuck so far up your bu you can’t see 
the light of day.” 

Damon opened his mouth to issue a nasty 
retort. Groaning, he couldn’t say a fucking 
word. What the hell could he say? Instead he 
looked down, angry and embarrassed. 
“Figures. You can’t...no you won’t say 

anything and you won’t allow anyone else in 
your life. It saddens me but I think you’re going 
to be a lonely old man.” Jake stated and walked 
toward the door. “And you what’s even sadder? 
That man you can’t seem to allow into your life 
is going to throw a huge concert for you and all 
the jumpers drawing a en on to the work you 
do in an effort to force the government not to 
shut down the program. My guess is you'll s II 
be sulking and refuse to even come to that.” 
Jake stood still as if waiting for an answer. 


And one Damon couldn’t give. He had never 


felt such pain on two levels in his life. “Just let 
me rest.” 

“Fine. Just fine. Have it your way.” Jerking 
open the door Jake stalked out. 

And as soon as the door closed Damon burst 
into tears. 

2K KKK 

Damon stood outside the cabin and sighed. 
He’d stayed up all night thinking and forgiving 
himself and knew this was the right thing to do. 
At least the man deserved to know the truth. 
Tomorrow he would find the boy’s family and 
call them. Maybe they’d all get some peace. 
Steeling his nerves he slowly walked up the 
stairs and stood in front of the door for several 
minutes. While he’d never been good at 
apologizing, including to himself, he was going 
to learn to become a be er man. As he 
knocked on the door his heart raced. This was 


perhaps one of the most difficult things he’d 


ever done. 

As Dusty opened the door his eyes opened 
wide in surprise. “Funny. Are you at the wrong 
cabin?” He darted his eyes down to the guitar 
case and shook his head. “Oh. I see. Just came 
to return the guitar. No problem.” Snor ng, 
Dusty shook his head. “Unbelievable.” 

“That’s not why I’m here.” 

“Then why the fuck are you here?” 

“Can | come in?” 

Dusty eyed him warily. “Seems we keep 

doing this.” 

Damon remained quiet. 

“Sure. What the hell.” Opening the door 

wider he backed away and headed toward the 
kitchen. “Drink? I’m having a tall bourbon and 
sulking. Seems it’s going around so | thought I’d 
join in the pity party.” 

“Yeah. I'd like a drink .” Damon set the guitar 


down against the wall in the hallway and closed 


the door. Removing his jacket he tossed in 
across the back of the sofa and tried to figure 
out if he could really do this. He dropped his 
head and sighed. This was the man of his 
dreams and he’d been such a fool. Swallowing 
hard he followed Dusty. 

Dusty grabbed a glass from the cabinet, 
plopped two ice cubes in both glasses and 
poured he y amounts. As he pushed the glass 
across the island he refused to look at Damon. 
“You returning the guitar?” 

“No.” 

“No?” Raising his eyebrow Dusty hissed. 
“Then what the fuck?” 

“I was going to ask you to give me lessons 
maybe. You play so beau fully.” He could see a 
spark in Dusty’s eyes. He opened his mouth to 
add something but knew whatever he said was 
going to sound pathetic. 


Dusty looked down the length of him as a 


slight smile curled in the corner of his mouth. 
“If you’re serious I’d be honored.” 

Damon li ed the glass and took a sip and 

could barely swallow it. As the liquid burned 
the back of his throat he lowered his eyes. This 
was something he had to do. “I’ve been having 
nightmares ever since the a ack in Afghanistan. 
| think it’s par ally because of what happened 
with Parker but | know now it’s really about 
something else and my subconscious wouldn’t 
allow me to remember certain details. Probably 
as a Safety mechanism.” Sighing, he walked to 
the window and stood staring out into the late 
afternoon sky. 

“That happens,” Dusty said dryly. 

Stealing a glance over his shoulder Damon 
knew the man had every right to be pissed as 
shit. He took another sip and nodded. “Yeah. 
When | thought Jake and Melissa might be 


trapped somewhere | reacted and had to be the 


damn hero again. | kinda forced the controller 
to allow me to fly. Granted, we didn’t have 
anyone else but I risked lives and I’m obligated 
to turn in my resignation.” 

“What? Why?” 

There was something endearing about 

Dusty’s shock and fueled him to finish. 
“Protocol and rules and both I’m not very good 
at following. The last drop and the one that 
took my leg was a horrible mess. We had a kid 
on board who | thought was trained well 
enough but he panicked in the air and | forced 
him to go on the mission. | mean we had to. 
There was a group down there that were going 
to die but | should have figured something else 
out.” 

“I’m sure you were just following orders.” 
“Yeah, but there was another way. Anyway | 
panicked for a few seconds and couldn’t make 


the jump. | know now that’s because | hadn’t 


dealt with the rape but I’m trained for that very 
situa on. By the me I got to the men they 

were almost surrounded. The kid freaked and 
ran into the darkness and the woods and then 
the bombs started going off. The whole thing 
was a fucking trap. | Knew we had to get to him 
SO against our procedures | took a group deeper 
into the line of fire.” He darted a glance at 
Dusty and could tell he was riddled with 
concern. 

“And?” 

“Out of the corner of my eye | saw the 

enemy and shot several and then more bombs 
went off and | don’t know. Everything was a big 
blur but | thought | saw another group standing 
ready to ambush so | raised my gun and shot 
him. |...shot...him...” His words trailing off 
Damon could see the kid’s face and his look of 
horror as he fell. Fis ng his mouth he gasped. 


“I... Oh God!” Clenching his eyes shut Damon 


could barely breathe. 

Dusty set his drink down and walked around 
the island. When he spoke his voice was barely 
audible. “You were just doing your job. Your 
job.” 

“Yeah. Tell that to the kid’s parents.” Looking 
Dusty straight in the eyes he said the words out 
loud for the first me. “I shot my own man to 
death.” 

His eyes opening wide Dusty placed his hand 
over his heart and then closed the distance. 
Wrapping both arms around Damon, he pulled 
him ghtly into his chest and rubbed his hand 
up and down his back. 

The moment was so comfor ng Damon burst 
into tears. Sobbing openly for the first me in 
years, he grazed his arm around Dusty’s waist 
and gripped onto his shirt. “I killed a boy 
because 


panicked 

and 

because...and 

because...” 

“Ssshhh... You accidentally killed him in the 
line of duty under horrible circumstances.” 
Damon tried to pull away but Dusty refused 

to let him go. And so he cried and prayed, the 
tears falling un | he could barely breathe. It 
was in the shared moments of tragedy and fear 
that Damon allowed himself to feel again. He 
was alive and 

ngling and knew what he 

wa n ted and what he had to have. Palming 
Dusty’s chest he pushed back slowly. “I want 
you to know the night we shared was the most 
special of my life. We made love. | pushed you 
because | didn’t think you’d want to be...that 
you'd...” 


Dusty brushed several tears from Damon’s 


cheek and brought the salty beads to his 
mouth. Licking them off his fingers he kept his 
eyes pinned on Damon. 

Somehow the act was much more in mate 
than making love and as Damon’s heart 
thumped in his chest, he realized something 
more incredible. His cock was rock hard. The 
thought s Iled him to the point his blood 
sizzled. While he felt completely out of control 
he knew one important thing. He had to have 
this man and for more than one night. Crushing 
Dusty’s mouth he wrapped his arms around 
Dusty’s waist and jerked him into the heat of 
his body. 

Dusty moaned through the kiss and ground 

his hips back and forth across Damon’s as he 
eased his hands down to Damon’s ass, cupping 
and massaging his muscles. 

His heart bea ng rapidly, electric jolts 


coursed through Damon's system un | a series 


of stars floated across his field of vision. Every 
part of him fueled by a hunger he’d never 
experienced before he tugged at Dusty’s shirt as 
their tongues entwined. The taste and essence 
of the man gave him a series of shivers. 
Breaking the kiss he nipped Dusty’s lower lip, 
dragging the tender flesh between this teeth. 
Dusty groaned and eased the flat of his hand 
down Damon's chest to his groin and allowed 
his fingers to brush back and forth across 
Damon’s bulge. 

Grun ng, Damon inhaled deeply and as 
Dusty’s musky essence wa ed into his nostrils 
he was just about as turned on as he’d even 
been. When he eased back he narrowed his 
eyes. “I want you.” 

“You sure?” His eyes flickering, Dusty’s voice 
was filled with a sensual husk. 

“More than you know. I’m a fucking fool.” He 


fumbled with Dusty’s bu on and zipper and 


slipped his fingers past the ght elas c of his 
briefs. Sliding his hand inside he wrapped his 
fingers around the man’s throbbing cock and 
stroked up and down. 

Dusty trembled and tossed his head back as 
he yanked his own shirt up and off his 
shoulders, tossing the unwanted material to 
the floor. “Yes, you are.” 

“Mmmm... Then l'Il have to fix that.” Easing 
out Dusty’s sha he licked his lips as he gazed 
down at the pulsing muscle. The 

p was 

swollen and engorged with blood and suddenly 
Damon was very hungry to have him in his 
mouth. As he slowly eased to his knees and 
used one hand to posi on his bad leg, he stole 
a glance at Dusty’s face and finally allowed 
himself to admire the man’s incredible looks. 
Tugging at Dusty’s jeans he slipped his hand 


between Dusty’s legs, cupping and squeezing 


his balls. With the other hand he raked his nails 
down the underside of his dick. 

“Sweet Jesus you’re a tease.” Ju ng his hips 
forward Dusty groaned and intertwined one 
hand in Damon’s hair, tugging. “Suck me.” 
Chuckling darkly, Dusty darted his tongue 

out licking across the sensi ve slit as he rolled 
the man’s swollen sacs between his fingers. 
“God yes.” 

Swirling his tongue around Dusty’s cockhead 
Damon inhaled deeply and began pumping the 
base of Dusty’s cock, squeezing as he slid his 
hand all the way up to meet his mouth. Damon 
shi ed and took his sha down an inch ata 

me, his tongue con nually licking un | Dusty 
emi ed a low growl. Fueled, Damon used his 
strong jaw muscles to clamp around the thick 
muscle as he relaxed his throat. When the p 
hit the back of his mouth he sucked harder and 


squeezed Dusty’s balls. 


“Fuck! Oh God!” Taking over control Dusty 
began to fuck Damon’s mouth, using the power 
of his legs to thrust in and out in even drives. 
Damon closed his eyes and relinquished 

control and for the first me since the horrible 
moment with Parker knew he could lose himself 
to a man. As he sucked and licked the first 
drops of pre-cum was a Sultry reward. The pearl 
beads slid down his throat and the taste was a 
powerful aphrodisiac. 

Harder and faster Dusty plunged into 

Damon’s mouth as his breath became ragged. 
He gripped both sides of Damon’s head and 
con nued driving in even strokes un | his legs 
trembled uncontrollably. 

He wanted so many things and while he 

wasn’t certain of all of them Damon knew he 
had to finally let go. Pushing against Dusty’s 
legs hard he broke the hold and gazed up at his 


lover with misted eyes. “I want you to...I want... 


please fuck me.” 

Dusty shivered visibly as he took a step back 
and cocked his head. “Are you sure? | mean it 
might be too soon.” 

Struggling to his feet Damon shook his head. 
“I’ve been a fool and allowed the man to take 
away my life. That stops today. | want you to 
make love to me and with me.” 

Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand 
Dusty nodded and cupped Damon’s chin, 
pulling him into a heated kiss. He darted his 
tongue in and out of Damon’s mouth before 
easing back and tracing a circle around Damon's 
lips with the p of his tongue. “I want nothing 
more.” 

As Dusty led him into the living room and in 
front of the roaring fire there was something so 
beau fully cathar c about making love ona 
bearskin rug for that’s where Parker had forced 


him. While a single trickle of fear danced down 


his spine he pushed aside the ugly feelings and 
Slowly removed his shirt. He kept his eyed 
penned on Dusty as he kicked off his boots and 
watched every move the man made as Dusty 
completely undressed. When he was naked 
Damon sucked in his breath and this me 
seeing the man stilled his heart. 

“You're staring at me,” Dusty breathed. 
“Uh-huh. | am.” 

“And what do you see?” 

“A man | desire.” When he finally 

maneuvered his pants off he gazed down at his 
prosthe c, which had become a part of him in 
so many ways. The simple allowance of wearing 
the piece was one of the reason he’d been able 
to save Bull. At least the thought was 

comfor ng. Tonight he was leaving it on. As he 
closed the distance and wrapped his arms 
around Dusty a quiet comfort eased into his 


body. This man was home. 


Dusty sighed and pressed a series of kisses 
across Damon’s cheeks and eyes before licking 
down the side of his face to his chin. Nipping 
the skin, he issued a single growl as he eased 
both hands down the length of Damon’s 
stomach, kneading and caressing. He inched his 
hands down further un | he was able to stroke 
Damon’s cock with one hand as he cupped and 
squeezed his lover’s balls with the other. 
“Yyyyeeessss.” Closing his eyes he allowed 
Dusty to lick and taste as a series of dazzling 
sensa ons rushed through his body. Pan ng, 

he opened his legs wide and brushed the tips of 
his fingers up and down Dusty’s arms. 

Dusty con nued his path of explora on, 

licking Damon’s neck and bi ng down on his 
pulse of life before lowering his head and 
nipping first one and the other nipple over and 
over again until they became rock hard. 


Damon opened and closed his eyes as a 


white-hot jolt of current thrashed through his 
system. He took a step back and for a moment 
the two men stared at each other. He nodded 
and dropped to his knees. Sucking in his breath 
he turned onto all fours and spread his legs ina 
brazen offering of his sex and his submission to 
his lover. 

“Oh...God...” Dusty slowly lowered his body 
down and leaned over Damon, placing both 
hands on either side of the man. Very tenderly 
he licked and kissed down the length of 
Damon’s spine un | he reached Damon’s waist. 
Taking one hand he caressed Damon’s ass 
cheeks. 

“Mmmm...” Every touch, every tease was 
enough to drive Damon into a blissful feeling. 
He lowered his head and closed his eyes as his 
heart raced. 

“Relax. l'Il be gentle.” 


While Damon wasn’t en rely certain he 


wanted gentle he knew Dusty needed to take 
him the way he thought Damon needed and for 
that he was grateful. “Yes.” As Dusty con nued 
licking and kissing his skin he started to relax. 
“You taste so sweet.” Easing Damon’s ass 
cheeks apart Dusty eased the ps up and down 
the man’s crack as licked closer to Damon’s dark 
hole. Dar ng his tongue out he rimmed the 
opening and sighed. 

Damon tensed and clenched his hands 

around the so pelt but refused to give in to 

his fears. “Yes...oh...” 

Dusty repeated the move, licking around the 
hole before slipping his tongue inside. 

It had been so long since he’d been rimmed 
and the way Dusty was touching and licking 
sent a series of shivers down the length of his 
body. His cock ached with need and he opened 
his legs and wide as they would go, allowing his 


lover access to all of him. 


Dusty slid a single finger beside his tongue, 
dar ng one and then the other in a prac ced 
orchestration of seduction. 

“Fuck! Oh yeah...” A rush of incredible 

sensa ons pulsed through every part of his 
body un | Damon was force to drop his head 
and pant. Licking his dry lips he clenched his 
eyes shut as a series of bright lights flashed 
even in the darkness. Dear God nothing had 
ever felt so damn good. 

“Mmmm... You are ght.” Pushing his finger 
in further Dusty hit the ght ring and wiggled 
before pulling out. Adding a second and then 
third he continued licked and thrusting. 

A combina on of pain and pleasure coursed 
through him un | Damon arched his back and 
clawed the rug. “Oh God!” 

Dusty pushed past the ght ring and flexed 
his fingers before beginning a series of hard 


thrusts, driving as deeply into the man’s ass as 


he could. In and out he plunged as he 

con nued dar ng his tongue around the 
opening. 

Just when Damon knew he couldn’t take any 
more Dusty pulled out and brushed his groin 
back and forth across Damon’s ass. “Are you 
certain you want me to make love to you?” 
Dropping his head further as an answer 
Damon growled. “Yyyyeeeessss!” 

Dusty eased the 

p to Damon’s dark 

entrance and sucked in his breath. “I’ve wanted 
you since the minute | met you.” 

Somehow the words were exactly what 

Damon needed to hear. He sighed as his en re 
body relaxed and as the p was slipped inside 
his ass his muscles grabbed them immediately. 
“Dear God you're ght.” Impaling him in one 
hard stroke, Dusty threw his head back and 


roared as he grabbed Damon’s hips. “Shit!” 


His breath stolen Damon opened his mouth 

in a silent scream as anguish and rapture mixed 
together in a beautiful dichotomy. 

Dusty drew all the way out un | just the p 

was inside and repeated the move, the force 
pushing Damon hard into the so fur. “Yes... 
oh...” In and out he drove, every move 
becoming more manic as he wrapped his body 
around Damon’s. 

Vibrant light flashed around his eyes and 
Damon was on fire as the heated moment 
became something more primal. “Fuck!” Tossing 
his head back and forth Damon’s ass muscles 
cla mp ed around the 

ght invasion drawing 

Dusty’s cock in deeper and there wasn’t a part 
of him that wasn’t alive and 

ngling with 

electricity. 


“Oh God! Yes...” Beads of sweat trickled 


down from Dusty’s face as he con nued his 
almost savage thrusts, driving harder and 
harder un | they were both le breathless. “I... 
can’t...hold it...” 

Grun ng, Damon wanted to feel the man 
explode inside of him. He arched his back 
further and the change in the angle was just 
enough. 

“Sweet...Lord!” Throwing his head back Dusty 
slammed harder and harder into Damon’s ass 
un | the sounds of his balls slapping hard 
against Damon’s skin was the only sound. 
Nothing had prepared him for the powerful 
emo ons racing through his body, his soul and 
suddenly tears sprung to Damon’s eyes as he 
knew for the first me he was fulfilled and yet 
hungry for so much more. “Aaahhhh...” 
“Yyyyeeeeessss!” Roaring into the dense air 
Dusty erupted inside Damon’s ass, filling him 


with hot cum. He con nued thrus ng in and 


out un | his en re body shook from the force. 
As he draped his body over Damon's he sighed. 
“Oh...my...God...” 

Damon sighed and closed his eyes. Nothing 
had ever felt so right. 

Minutes later Dusty moved up to gaze into 

his eyes. Brushing his lips across Damon’s he 
sighed. “I want to spend as much me together 
with you as I can. If you’ll allow me.” 

Nodding, Damon cupped Dusty’s face. “I’m 
not going to be perfect.” 

“That | know.” 

Seeing the look of mischief in Damon’s eyes 
he laughed. “Touché.” 

“Mmmm... Well, now | know why Jake talked 
about snow into July.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“It’s snowing.” 

What a perfect ending and a perfect 


beginning. “Then I think we might have to stay 


snowed in together.” Shi ing, Damon used the 
power of his body to roll on top of Dusty. “And 

| have a lot of exploring to do.” 

KK KK 

Dusty looked out over the crowd of people 

and was almost in shock. There had to be at 
least ten thousand people flanking the area, 
maybe more. Hell, he wasn’t certain there were 
that many people in all of Missoula. 

“Now this is amazing,” Tim said quietly as he 
scanned the audience. “I never had any idea 
there could be so much support.” 

Grinning, Dusty eyed Damon on the sidelines 
and smiled. Dressed in his full smokejumper 

a re Dusty couldn’t be prouder. Thank God 
they hadn’t forced him to give his resigna on. 
“I know. This is amazing. I’m so damn proud of 
America.” 

Tim pa ed him on the back and eyed Jake as 


he stepped up on stage. “And just think. All 


because of a li le idea of kicking you out of 
town.” 

“You're never going to let me live it down. 

Are you?” Dusty asked as he held out his hand. 
“Nope,” Tim whispered. 

“This is amazing and so are you,” Jake said as 
he stole a glance into the audience. “Yous Il 

up for tomorrow?” 

“I'll be at your wedding with bells on.” Dusty 
was happier than he’d been in so long. As he 
watched Damon glance over his shoulder they 
caught each other’s heated glances and his cock 
twitched. Dear God he was turned on every 

me he simply looked at the man. Swallowing 
hard he brushed his hand through his hair and 
smiled. The day was crystal clear with bright 
blue skies and while it was cold there wasn’t a 
person in the audience who wasn’t jazzed 
because of the event. Shading his eyes he could 


see what had to be their number one fan 


jazzing the crowd. “God love, Sally Lou.” 
“She’s doing well,” Jake breathed. “Thanks to 
some good friends.” 

Dusty shook his head and stole a glance at 
Damon, proud of the man who con nued to 
serve his community training and lecturing. This 
wasn’t just any man but the love of his life. 
Licking his lips he somehow couldn't wait un | 
the show was over. 

“How’s the tour going?” Jake asked as he 
followed Dusty’s gaze. 

Dusty grinned. “You wouldn’t believe how 
incredible.” 

“How’s Damon taking you being gone?” Jake 
asked quietly. 

“He understands. Besides, we’ve made some 
plans as soon as the tour’s done.” 

“And?” Jake’s face was filled with mischief. 
Damon headed for the stage and Dusty could 


barely contain his emo ons. They’d been 


through a lot of talking and a lot of soul 
searching. In the end they were both finally 
healing. “You're going to have to wait and find 
out. Have a little surprise up my sleeve.” 
Damon gave Dusty a heated look as he 
closed the distance. “Fancy meeting you here.” 
“Hmm...are they enjoying being here at all?” 
Dusty glanced at the couple in the front row 
and waved. 

“Thank you for having them as our special 
guests. They feel honored,” Damon said as he 
sniffed. 

Dusty knew how difficult it had been for 
Damon to tell the boy’s parents about the 
friendly fire incident. He’d been by Damon’s 
side that day and to their credit they had been 
wonderful. Having them here was special for 
both of them. “I’m honored to be here. You 
ready for the show?” 


Damon brushed his hand down the side of 


Dusty’s face. “Very much so. It’s not every day | 
get to sleep with a country music star.” His grin 
infectious both Tim and Jake laughed. 

“You are so damn bad.” Dusty laughed. 

“I'll get out of here.” Jake shook Dusty’s hand 
and moved off the stage. 

Turning toward Damon, Dusty grinned. “You 
ready?” 

“For almost anything.” 

Dusty laughed as he grabbed his guitar and 
Damon moved behind the curtain. “Ladies and 
gentlemen, welcome. We’re The Rush and 
today this is all about your beloved 
smokejumpers!” 

As the crowd cheered and clapped the band 
took their positions. 

Closing his eyes briefly Dusty wrapped the 
strap around his neck. “A couple of things to 
note today. Every dollar of your entrance fee 


for the concert goes to the local chapter and... 


The audience went nuts cheering and roaring 
and for several minutes they refused to calm 
down. 

Dusty laughed as he turned toward his band. 
This was perhaps the best day of his life. “Hold 
on now. We're not done. Every dollar of the 
single Like a River downloaded from iTunes is 
also going to our jumpers!” He couldn’t believe 
the people as the screamed and jumped up and 
down. He’d never see such pride in a city in his 
life and as he stole a glance at the sidelines he 
knew he’d made the right decision - well, more 
than one. 

“Okay and | have one more surprise for you. 
We have a guest guitarist with us tonight who is 
going to become a permanent member of our 
band - when his very busy schedule can 
accommodate. We're terribly lucky to gain a 
man of his talent and he’s going to play an 


acous c version of Like a River with me tonight 


heard for the first me. This one is being 
recorded guys so make some noise for... Damon 
Shade!” 

As Damon walked out onto the stage the 
audience was momentarily quiet un | they fully 
registered what had been said. Taking his place 
on a stool beside Dusty, Damon held up his 
hand. When the noise was finally at a dull roar 
he grinned. “Thank you so much. | had a 
wonderful and very pa ent teacher who taught 
more than just about music. This man taught 
me about love.” 

Dusty trembled as they began the song. 

There was something so powerful about playing 
alongside his lover that the moment he ended 
the song he had to wipe tears from his eyes. 
Barely able to look at Damon he finally leaned 
over. “You were wonderful.” 

“I really did have a fabulous teacher.” 


Damon closed the distance and as the crowd 


went wild he captured Dusty’s mouth, pressing 
his tongue deep inside. 

Somehow 

the thumping of his heart 

drowned out the noise of the crowd and for the 
first me in his life Dusty was truly happy. 

When they broke the kiss he palmed Damon’s 
chest and sighed. “I love you.” 

Damon’s eyes flashed and as he smiled he 
shook his head. “God, | love you.” 

Dusty turned to face the cheering audience, 
the majority on his feet and knew his journey of 
life was like the ebb and flow of a river, 
tumultuous and yet so very alive. As he sighed 
he gripped Damon’s hand. “And you'll be the 
first to know I’ve asked the man to spend the 
rest of my life with me.” 

There wasn’t a moment that could alter the 
happiness both men felt and as they gazed into 


each other’s eyes they both knew that the road 


they’d followed allowed them to be be er 

men. The ebbing and flowing of a river would 
always remind them both about the true spirit 
of life and of love. 

The End 
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